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ABSTRACT 

 
GOVERNING JORDAN: 

MODELING POLICY-MAKING PROCESSES IN AN AUTHORITARIAN MONARCHY 
 
Ezra Karmel       Advisor(s): 
University of Guelph, 2022      Janine A. Clark 
        Candace Johnson  

 

Growing attention is being paid to policies in authoritarian regimes, but studies of the 

policy-making processes themselves remain heavily focused on democratic countries, particularly 

those in the Global North. In the absence of a concerted focus on authoritarian policy making, our 

understanding of these processes has primarily been informed by comparative politics scholars 

studying transitions from authoritarianism to democracy. As a result, policy making has frequently 

been assumed away, reduced to the relatively straightforward product of the interests of dictators 

and their elites.  

This research study builds upon burgeoning efforts in the authoritarian legislatures and 

public policy literature to confront these assumptions. Drawing on the case of Jordan, the thesis 

asks how the sensitivity of a policy issue affects the policy-making process in an authoritarian 

monarchy. The study finds, firstly, that reductionist assumptions about authoritarian policy making 

only hold true when certain issues are being addressed; in the case of Jordan, the King and his 

institutions closely control policy making when an issue is sensitive, but the process is much more 

pluralistic when less sensitive issues are being addressed. The study finds, secondly, that, 

regardless of the issue, the process is highly complex, involving the dynamic interactions of a 

range of executive and legislative actors across a series of decision-making arenas.  



 

 The study contributes to the emerging research on policy making in non-democratic 

contexts in two ways. Firstly, it uses the case of Jordan to draw in the neglected category of 

authoritarian monarchies, providing a broader empirical basis for theory building around 

authoritarian policy making. Secondly, it extends the close-range approach that has thus far been 

used to understand authoritarian legislatures to examine the entire policy-making process, 

focusing, in particular, on opening up the black box of authoritarian executives. This research also 

contributes specifically to the Middle East studies literature, showing how the investigation of a 

range of phenomena in the region – such as decentralization processes – would benefit from serious 

engagement with policy-making processes. The findings are most directly applicable to Jordan and 

other authoritarian monarchies, but they will also provide insights for the wider universe of 

authoritarian regimes. 
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1. Introduction 

On a warm summer morning in 2020, I entered a modern, well air-conditioned office close 

to the fourth circle in west Amman. I was shown into the office of former Minister of Interior Gen. 

Hussein al Majali. He greeted me dressed in a polo and khakis, and I immediately regretted wearing 

a suit. Being more formally dressed than the interviewee is never good. But I also realized it did 

not matter in this case. A suit was not going to intimidate a man who grew up in the royal palace, 

led the country’s police force, and had been one of the most powerful ministers in Jordanian 

history. His disposition matched his outfit: surprisingly casual, friendly, and candid. Once coffee 

was in front of us, I launched into an introduction to my research, explaining that I was trying to 

understand how policy is made in Jordan. To make it clear I was not driven by an agenda that he 

would find objectionable (such as focusing on the repressiveness of Jordan’s political system), I 

promptly caveated that I knew there was more to the process than the King and the intelligence 

service simply making decisions by themselves. With a smirk, he replied that such a depiction was 

more or less “correct”.  

I was ready to abandon the focus of the interview and content myself with a discussion of 

other aspects of Jordanian politics, but I pushed on, asking him about the passing to two specific 

laws for which he had been involved in the drafting (the 2015 Decentralization Law and the 2015 

Municipalities Law). As we continued to talk, he provided endless details about the inter-

ministerial politics surrounding the passing of the legislation, outlining a complex policy process 

that involved myriad institutions, individuals, and influences – not just the King or a “deep state”. 

Al Majali’s inclination to reduce Jordan’s political system to the King and the security services 

reflects not only a common depiction of the country’s policy process among Jordanians, but also 

a stylized assumption about authoritarian policy making that is frequently reproduced in 
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comparative political studies of these contexts because of a lack of concerted focus on authoritarian 

policy making. This thesis contributes to a growing body of literature resisting these assumptions 

and taking seriously authoritarian institutions – and the individuals working therein. By conducting 

an in-depth exploration of policy making in an authoritarian monarchy (Jordan), it seeks to 

understand how the sensitivity of a policy issue dictates the extent to which the comparative 

politics assumptions hold true. Out of this investigation, it offers the basis of a model for policy 

making in authoritarian monarchical regimes, showing that in all cases policy is much more 

complex than al Majali first suggested.  

 

2. Background 

Scholars have put forth numerous definitions for public policy.1 Despite their differences, 

each of these definitions explains that public policy results “from decisions made by governments 

and that decisions made by governments to retain the status quo are just as much policy as 

decisions to alter it”.2 Each of the many definitions – and, indeed, the diversity of definitions itself 

– also highlights that public policy is a complex process that consists of “numerous decisions made 

by numerous individuals and organizations in government”.3 Appreciating the complexities of this 

process, the founding father of the field, Lasswell, attempted to break down the study of public 

policy by differentiating between two types of public policy knowledge: knowledge in the policy 

process, which focuses on knowledge gained through policy analysis and evaluation, and 

 
1 See, e.g., Thomas Dye, Understanding Public Policy (Prentice-Hall, 1972); William Jenkins, Policy 
Analysis: A Political and Organizational Perspective (St Martin’s Press, 1978); Richard Wilson, “Policy 
Analysis as Policy Advice,” in The Oxford Handbook of Public Policy, eds. Robert Goodin, Martin Rein, 
and Michael Moran (Oxford University Press, 2008), 152-68; and John Kingdon, Agendas, Alternatives 
and Public Policies, second edition (Addison Wesley Longman, 2014). 
2 Michael Howlett and M. Ramesh, Studying Public Policy (Oxford University Press, 2003), 5. 
3 Howlett and Ramesh, Studying Public Policy, 8. 
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knowledge of the policy process, which focuses on the how and why of policy-making.4 This thesis 

is concerned with knowledge of the policy process.  

The study of knowledge of the policy process emerged as an American-dominated 

enterprise. Indeed, almost all the main theories that explain policy change – the central question 

of knowledge of public policy – are based on empirical research conducted in the United States. 

The geographical scope of the research has since expanded beyond the borders of the United States, 

leading to a significant comparative public policy literature that has incorporated other liberal (and 

less liberal) democracies, first in the Global North and then pushing into the Global South.5 

However, what remains marginalized in the comparative public policy enterprise is scholarship 

focusing on policy making in authoritarian regimes. Research in authoritarian contexts has instead 

been largely limited to knowledge in the policy process.  

In the absence of a concerted focus on knowledge of authoritarian policy making, our 

understanding of these processes has long been informed primarily by the comparative politics 

literature. An extensive comparative politics literature (outlined in depth in the next chapter) has 

grown around the study of authoritarian regimes. This literature often speaks to issues related to 

public policy, but scholars working on this comparative authoritarian project have primarily 

focused on questions of regime stability and transitions to democracy. Policy-making processes 

have consequently been relegated to the margins of these inquiries, with policy decisions across a 

broad spectrum of authoritarian regimes typically assumed to be the relatively straight-forward 

 
4 Howard Lasswell, “The Emerging Conception of the Policy Sciences,” Policy Science Vol. 1, No. 1 
(1970): 3, 5. 
5 See, e.g.,  Journal of European Public Policy Vol. 13, No. 7: Comparative Studies of Policy Agendas 
(2006); and Susan Franceschet and Jordi Díez, eds., Comparative Public Policy in Latin America 
(University of Toronto Press, 2012). 
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products of the leader’s or elite’s interests.6 Correspondingly, the decision-making institutions that 

are involved in these policy-making processes have been dismissed frequently as rubberstamps of 

decisions made elsewhere or democratic façades that obscure the true loci of decision making.7 

Any influence that these institutions – or the individuals therein – may exert on policy is 

consequently assumed away.8  

This stylistic depiction of authoritarian policy making corresponded poorly with what I had 

personally observed of these regimes and their institutions in the years before my PhD. While 

working on technical assistance projects being delivered in countries with authoritarian regimes 

(Jordan in particular), I engaged directly with a wide range of actors working inside “façade” 

governance institutions. Parliamentarians, bureaucrats, and even ministers were acutely aware of 

the limitations of their positions, but they did not believe themselves to be powerless; instead, they 

acknowledged the complexities of leveraging their offices to exert influence. They also recognized 

that the extent of this leverage was dynamic; at times, these individuals and their institutions were 

little more than side shows, but in other instances their role was significant and decisive.  

Starting my PhD with the goal of understanding these policy-making processes and the 

dynamism therein, I found that there was little literature available to explain the institutional 

complexity I observed – especially in monarchies like Jordan. The limited public policy 

scholarship had not only overlooked authoritarian monarchies, but most of the attempts to 

understand public policy in authoritarian regimes had proceeded with certain regions or policy 

 
6 See, e.g., Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, Alastair Smith, Randolph Siverson, and James Morrow, The Logic 
of Political Survival (MIT Press, 2003); and Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson, Economic Origins of 
Dictatorship and Democracy (Cambridge University Press, 2006). 
7 Dawn Brancati, “Democratic Authoritarianism: Origins and Effects,” Annual Review of Political 
Science Vol. 17 (2014): 313-26. 
8 Rory Truex, “Authoritarian Gridlock? Understanding Delay in the Chinese Legislative System,” 
Comparative Political Studies Vol. 53, No. 9 (2020): 1484. 
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issues at the center of their research agendas; the investigators had consequently been more 

interested in learning about the region or policy issue than explaining how policy is made in a 

specific type of regime. Likewise, reflecting a central concern of the western policy-making 

literature, these scholars had emphasized identifying the role of the public in authoritarian policy, 

rather than delving into the details of the complex constellations of authoritarian decision-making 

institutions and their – potentially dynamic – influences.  

Fortuitously, while I was conducting the fieldwork for this thesis, a helpful new body of 

work began to emerge in the comparative politics literature. Emerging out of a broader new 

institutionalist turn in the work on comparative authoritarianism examining the (typically 

instrumentalist) role of authoritarian institutions, a small cohort of scholars began to take seriously 

authoritarian legislatures – and the legislators therein.9 Drawing on fine-grained research methods, 

they had examined the micro-level dynamics within these institutions, delving into the internal 

dynamics of legislatures. Although the central focus of this burgeoning body of work was not 

policy making per se (and it had again overlooked monarchies), the contributors provided 

important insights and jumping-off points for understand policy making in authoritarian regimes. 

 

 

 

 
9 Jennifer Gandhi, Ben Noble, and Milan Svolik. “Legislatures and Legislative Politics without 
Democracy,” Comparative Political Studies Vol. 53, No. 9 (2020): 1359-79; Ben Noble, “Authoritarian 
Amendments: Legislative Institutions as Intraexecutive Constraints in Post-Soviet Russia,” Comparative 
Political Studies Vol. 53, No. 9 (2020): 1417-54; Xiaobo Lü, Mingxing Liu, and Feiyue Li, “Policy 
Coalition Building in an Authoritarian Legislature: Evidence from China’s National Assemblies (1983-
2007),” Comparative Political Studies Vol. 53, No. 9 (2020): 1380-416; Rory Truex, “Authoritarian 
Gridlock? Understanding Delay in the Chinese Legislative System,” Comparative Political Studies Vol. 
53, No. 9 (2020): 1455-92; and Paul Schuler, “Position Taking or Position Ducking? A Theory of Public 
Debate in Single-Party Legislatures,” Comparative Political Studies Vol. 53, No. 9 (2020): 1493-524. 
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3. Purpose of the Study 

This research builds upon two key bodies of literature that are confronting the dominant 

assumption about the irrelevance or simplicity of policy in authoritarian contexts. The first of these 

battle fronts has opened up within the comparative politics literature itself, with a handful of 

comparativists challenging the earlier arguments and assumptions. These scholars have taken 

authoritarian institutions more seriously and, more recently, examined the inner functions of these 

institutions and the individuals working therein. The second front has grown out of comparative 

public policy. In direct response to the earlier assumptions, a group of policy scholars have begun 

to engage more closely over the past decade with knowledge of public policy in authoritarian 

regimes.  

This thesis contributes to these literatures by attending to two gaps. Firstly, it addresses the 

lack of focus on policy making in monarchies generally, and “middle” authoritarian monarchies 

specifically. While the existing literature has studied governance institutions and policy-making 

processes across a fairly wide range of authoritarian regime (from Latin American countries 

transitioning away from authoritarianism to the closed authoritarian Chinese regime),10 there has 

been almost no investigation of monarchies. This absence is a reflection of the dearth of attention 

paid to policy making in the Middle East – where the majority of the extant authoritarian 

monarchies are located.  

Through its focus on policy making in monarchical regimes, this research makes a second 

contribution. It addresses the lack of detailed investigation of the executive role in authoritarian 

policy-making processes. This research shares the conviction with the authoritarian legislatures 

 
10 See, e.g., Franceschet and Díez, Comparative Public Policy in Latin America; and Andrew Mertha 
“‘Fragmented Authoritarianism 2.0’: Political Pluralization in the Chinese Policy Process,” The China 
Quarterly Vol. 200 (2009): 995-1012. 
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literature that our understanding of authoritarian systems can be greatly enhanced through a fine-

grained analysis of their institutions and actors;11 however, it expands this analysis beyond the 

legislatures and their legislators. Rather than maintaining rational choice assumptions about the 

executive whilst building a nuanced picture of the legislative, it seeks to open the black box of the 

executive. It examines the role of executive actors in the legislative process (as authors working 

in the authoritarian legislatures literature have effectively done),12 but it also closely considers the 

executive process itself, including the interactions between different executive actors and the 

influence of extra-executive actors therein. It therefore examines the whole policy process – from 

agenda setting through to bill ratification.  

The thesis therefore explores how policies are made in authoritarian monarchies, 

highlighting the potential dynamism in the process by considering how differences in policy issues 

affect the process.13 Drawing on the case of Jordan, it asks how and the extent to which the 

sensitivity of a policy issue in an authoritarian monarchy affects the policy-making process. To 

answer the central question, the research poses three sub-questions. It asks 1) what actors are 

involved in setting Jordan’s policy agenda, 2) what roles these actors play in alternative 

specification once an issue is on the agenda, and 3) how and to what extent the sensitivity of a 

policy issue affects the roles that these actors play and the influence that they wield in the policy 

process.  

The thesis finds that the dominant assertion in studies of authoritarian governance – that 

policy change is driven by elite interests and shifts therein – only holds true in certain situations. 

In the Jordanian context, these situations involve only policies that could disrupt the clientelist 

 
11 Gandhi, Noble, and Svolik. “Legislatures and Legislative Politics without Democracy.” 
12 See Noble, “Authoritarian Amendments: Legislative Institutions as Intraexecutive Constraints in Post-
Soviet Russia”; and Lü, Liu, and Li, “Policy Coalition Building in an Authoritarian Legislature.” 
13 Juan Linz, Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes (Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2000), 34. 
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status quo. When dealing with these cases, the King and his loyal actors interfere extensively in 

the policy-making process, pushing other policy actors to the margins. However, there are a host 

of other issues about which the regime has less interest; when these issues rise to the agenda, the 

formal policy-making institutions are able to play their mandated roles. The thesis therefore 

highlights the importance of critically assessing stylistic assumptions about authoritarian policy 

making.  

 

4. Methodological Approach  

The research employs a within-case study of Jordan’s policy-making process. Within this 

“initial case”,14 the research traces two recent policy processes that span a wide spectrum of 

sensitivity: the Municipalities Law (2015) and Decentralization Law (2015).15 As discussed in 

chapter 3, sensitivity in this context refers to the extent a policy could disrupt the status quo of 

Jordan’s clientelist governance system. The selected laws are both related to subnational 

governance, were part of the same concerted push toward decentralization, and proceeded through 

Jordan’s policy-making institutions at almost the same time. However, while the Decentralization 

Law was highly sensitive, the Municipalities Law was not. The two cases therefore allow for a 

strong comparison of policies that are related to the same issue area but encompass a broad range 

of sensitivity.  

The comparison constitutes an inductive effort to build a model of Jordan’s policy-making 

process as a means of better understanding how policies are made in Jordan. The within-case study 

 
14 David Collier, “Understanding Process Tracing,” PS Political Science and Politics Vol. 44, No. 4 
(2011): 823-30. 
15 At the time of research, the two laws were being revised – and combined – into a new piece of 
legislation, which was passed as this dissertation was being completed. 
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is drawn upon to both provide descriptive contextualization of the policy-making process and 

generate new theoretical insights about the process. The theoretical leverage of the study stems 

from its ability to test assumptions and hypotheses against multiple contextual features in Jordan’s 

policy-making process, thereby identifying intervening causal processes between independent and 

dependent variables – and previously unknown variables. 

The research for this thesis began with a review of primary and secondary sources 

pertaining to the processes through which the two policies entered the policy agenda, alternatives 

were considered, and the bills were passed. The sources included English and Arabic newspapers, 

press releases, government documents, donor publications, and the internal and external reports of 

local and international development organisations. It also included minutes from all of the 

parliamentary sessions concerning the Decentralization and Municipalities Laws as well as videos 

of some of the sessions. These sources allowed for the identification of a general timeline of events 

and the main figures involved therein.  

However, given that “[o]ne of the central features of authoritarian regimes is the secrecy 

that typically surrounds their politics”,16 the available documents provided only a partial picture 

of what had taken place. They were, therefore, augmented by the primary data-collection method: 

semi-structured elite interviews. Over the course of 16 months, I conducted more than 100 

interviews with individuals from relevant policy-making groups. The interviewees included high- 

and mid-level representatives of the ministries and other executive institutions, members of 

parliament, representatives of international development organizations and donor agencies, 

members of Jordanian civil society organizations, and journalists.  

 
16 Gandhi, Noble, and Svolik, “Legislatures and Legislative Politics without Democracy,” 1366. 
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The in-depth collection of information related to the Decentralization Law and 

Municipalities Law ensured that sufficiently rich data was amassed to facilitate process tracing of 

the tandem laws. Process tracing allowed for the identification of the causal process observations: 

insights of data that offer information about a context, process, or mechanism, and that contribute 

distinctive leverage in causal inference.17 The process tracing thus served as a crucial tool for 

identifying the new theoretical insights necessary to begin modeling policy making in Jordan. The 

process tracing generated observations about the two policies within the Jordanian case and 

facilitated the linking of these observations in particular ways to constitute an explanation of the 

process. 

 

5. Impact of the Research   

The research findings offer insight into the largely unexplored policy-making processes in 

authoritarian monarchies. They also buttress the growing evidence base that confronts still-

prevalent assumptions about policy making in authoritarian contexts more broadly. In particular, 

the findings help to open the black box of executive institutions, providing a close-range analysis 

of their engagement with other actors in the process and their influences thereon. Moreover, given 

that contemporary monarchies are predominantly located in the Middle East, the findings also 

contribute to our underdeveloped understanding of policy making in the region.  

The research also has significant policy relevance. It will hopefully offer democracy 

practitioners working in authoritarian monarchies, and Jordan in particular, with an enriched 

understanding of the policy-change process. It will allow practitioners to better identify which 

 
17 James Mahoney, “Qualitative Methodology and Comparative Politics,” Comparative Political Studies, 
Vol. 40, No. 2 (2007): 134. 
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actors are important to engage during which stages of this process (and in which contexts), and, 

relatedly, which issues can be productively pursued to effect bona fide policy change. The research 

will, therefore, be of most interest for three main audiences: scholars interested in governance, 

policy reform, and authoritarian persistence in the Middle East and authoritarian regimes more 

broadly; scholars interested in public policy theory and the conceptual and contextual limits of its 

application; and practitioners working with political reform in Jordan and other authoritarian 

monarchies.  

 

6. Outline of the Thesis  

The remainder of the thesis proceeds over seven chapters. Chapter 2 consists of a literature 

review outlining the scholarship on which this thesis builds and the gaps to which it responds. In 

particular, it discusses the comparative authoritarian literature, its institutionalist turn, and the 

emergence of the nascent authoritarian legislatures literature. The chapter highlights the 

importance of this literature both in terms of research agenda and methods, but also notes its 

limitations in terms of analytical scope and contextual application. It then discusses the endeavours 

made by public policy scholars to explore authoritarian regimes and, in particular, apply policy 

models developed in the Global North – punctuated equilibrium, multiple streams, and the 

advocacy coalition framework – to these contexts. It further highlights the insights provided by 

this literature, but also notes that it has largely overlooked monarchical contexts and has been 

occupied with different research foci. The chapter then discusses different classifications of 

authoritarian monarchies – and their general exclusion of extant efforts to understand authoritarian 

policy making. It then turns to the primary research question and sub-questions of the thesis, before 

concluding with an explanation of the contributions of the research.  
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Chapter 3 explains the methodological approach of the thesis. It explains that qualitative 

methods and a within-case study have been employed because they allow for the in-depth 

exploration necessary to examine policy in a nonpermissive environment. The chapter then 

explains the casing process for the research, highlighting the unique benefits of drawing on the 

two selected cases (the Decentralization Law and Municipalities Law) for a most-similar systems 

design. The chapter then moves to the data-collection process, detailing the use of archival research 

and interviews before turning to data analysis. It explains the use of process tracing and its leverage 

for identifying theoretical insights and using them to develop an initial model of policy making in 

this context. Finally, the chapter discusses positionality and concludes with thoughts on the 

limitations of the employed methodology.  

Chapter 4 outlines the historical origins of Jordan’s current political systems and thereby 

provides a contextual background for the research. The chapter begins with the establishment of 

(Trans)Jordan after the First World War, laying out the genesis of the country’s political 

institutions in the inter-war period. It then explains how this balancing act survived Jordan’s 

independence after the Second World War and has remained intact despite numerous challenges 

to political reforms. It argues that this balancing act is crucial for understanding Jordan’s policy-

making environment, which is a mix of the formal institutions that have been established and the 

informal rules of the game stemming from this balancing act. It concludes by focusing specifically 

on the field of local governance, showing the implications of this political history for the policy 

area – as well as the impact of the related policy legacies on decentralization.  

Chapter 5 provides an empirical foundation for the theoretical arguments made about the 

executive arenas of Jordan’s policy-making process in chapter 7. Through a comparison of the 

processes through which the 2015 Decentralization and Municipalities Laws were passed, chapter 
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5 makes three key arguments. Firstly, the King and Royal Court outlined a clearer vision for the 

more sensitive Decentralization Law than the less sensitive Municipalities Law. Whereas the King 

acted as a mere linchpin for the Municipalities Law, he placed more pressure on the executive 

actors to toward his vision for the Decentralization Law. Secondly, both laws involved significant 

inter-ministerial competition over ownership and drafting, but the contestation over the 

Decentralization Law was political, while the debates around the Municipalities Law were more 

technical. Thirdly, the role of the Legislative and Opinions Bureau was more tightly controlled 

during the drafting of the Decentralization Law than the Municipalities Law.  

Chapter 6 provides the empirical foundation for the theoretical arguments made about the 

legislative arenas of Jordan’s policy-making process in chapter 7. Through a comparison of the 

processes through which the 2015 Decentralization and Municipalities Laws were passed, chapter 

6 makes five arguments. Firstly, it argues that although the members of the House noted a number 

of objections to the two laws and even asked for the Decentralization Law to be rejected, the 

general approval of the drafts (and thus their passage to the committee review stage) was a 

foregone conclusion. Secondly, while the salient ministries exerted significant influence on the 

appointed joint committee of the House, the committee was able to resist some of this pressure, 

leveraging its position, in particular, to make amendments to the less sensitive Municipalities Law. 

Thirdly, while the legislative leash for the Decentralization Law was held tightly (and was further 

reigned in at the end of the second reading), the de facto (discussed below) executive provided the 

House with significant space to engage in the more technically focused debates surrounding the 

Municipalities Law. Fourthly, the Senate made important changes to the Decentralization Law to 

ensure that the amendments made by the House did not undermine the interests of the guardians 

of the state, which led to significant contention with the House; the Municipalities Law, by 
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contrast, proved less contentious, with the Senate’s small changes being quickly approved by the 

House. Fifthly, the King sided with the House and used his royal prerogative to reject the Senate’s 

changes to the Decentralization Law to ensure the draft fit better with his vision; no such changes 

were needed, however, on the Municipalities Law.  

Chapter 7 lays out a model of Jordanian policy-making processes based on the empirical 

foundations of chapters 5 and 6. It begins by explaining the formal policy-making process and the 

different venues in which it takes place before turning to the informal political dynamics, which 

are a legacy of the history discussed in chapter 4. It then explains that all policy processes in Jordan 

involve a mixture of these formal and informal dynamics, arguing firstly that the informal 

dynamics became more salient in policy processes concerning sensitive issues.  

The remainder of the chapter outlines how these dynamics play out during each stage of 

the policy process. It makes three key arguments about the executive policy arenas. Firstly, the 

degree of a policy’s sensitivity affects the extent to which the King and his Royal Court outline a 

clear vision for a policy and, thus, the extent to which the other executive actors enjoy the freedom 

to pursue their own interests. Secondly, all policy processes involve inter-ministerial competition, 

but the nature of this competition – and the actors involved – change as a result of the degree of 

sensitivity. Thirdly, the role of the Legislation and Opinions Bureau is more circumscribed when 

dealing with sensitive policies.  

It then makes five key arguments about the legislative policy arenas. Firstly, first readings 

in the House of Deputies are largely performative, with the sensitivity of a bill really only dictating 

the degree of hot air that is expelled during these sessions. Secondly, it argues that the 

parliamentary committees are an important space of policy debate where ministries continue to 

exert influence but must contend with committee heads and members who can leverage the formal 
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rules to push back, particularly on less sensitive issues. Thirdly, the informal rules of the process 

undermine the potential power of the House of Deputies, but the executive actors typically provide 

the House with greater space to engage with less-sensitive bills, and the House members 

sometimes push the limits of their institutional constraints. Fourthly, the Senate acts as insurance 

for the guardians of the state, ensuring that the political status quo is not adversely impacted. And 

fifthly, the royal review of the bill provides the King with a mechanism to ensure his royal vision 

is followed, naturally proving more important for sensitive issues, but remaining largely unused in 

all instances.  

Chapter 8 outlines concluding remarks for the thesis. It first provides an overview of the 

key arguments made in the thesis and how they relate to the existing literature, focusing on the 

benefits of studying an authoritarian monarchy and the benefits of including policy analysis in 

investigations of comparative authoritarianism. It then turns to three broader discussions of 

authoritarian policy making were highlighted during the research for thesis, suggesting future 

avenues of research for each.  
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1. Introduction 

 This chapter introduces the foundational literature for the thesis, focusing on two key 

bodies of work: the burgeoning comparative politics literature examining authoritarian institutions 

and the nascent public policy literature that has begun to explore the use of policy change models 

in authoritarian contexts. On the comparative politics side, it shows how a comparative 

authoritarian literature grew out of the transitological focus as optimism about the “third wave” 

gave way to the sober acknowledgment that authoritarianism is not a halfway house to inevitable 

democratization. It argues that this comparative authoritarian literature is crucial for this thesis 

because it has not only carefully specified the different types of authoritarian regimes and thereby 

provided a contextual foundation for the present research, but it has also experienced an 

institutional turn. The resulting new institutionalist scholarship, and particularly the more recent 

authoritarian legislatures current therein, has provided the most important – and in-depth – insights 

about the role of policy-making institutions in authoritarian contexts.18 

On the comparative public policy side, the chapter provides an introduction to the nascent 

efforts of policy scholars to apply and adapt policy-change models to authoritarian contexts. This 

literature constitutes the second crucial foundation of this thesis because the scholars working on 

this project have demonstrated the great extent to which policy models developed for liberal 

democracies can (or need to be adjusted to) explain dynamics in even the most closed authoritarian 

regimes.19 To this end, the chapter shows, these policy scholars have highlighted key cross-

 
18 See, e.g., Jennifer Gandhi, Ben Noble, and Milan Svolik. “Legislatures and Legislative Politics without 
Democracy,” Comparative Political Studies Vol. 53, No. 9 (2020): 1359-79; and Rory Truex, 
“Authoritarian Gridlock? Understanding Delay in the Chinese Legislative System,” Comparative 
Political Studies Vol. 53, No. 9 (2020): 1417-54. 
19 See, e.g., Frank Baumgartner and Bryan Jones, “Agenda Dynamics and Policy Subsystems,” The 
Journal of Politics Vol. 53, No. 4 (1991): 1044-74; Xufeng Zhu, “Strategy of Chinese Policy 
Entrepreneurs in the Third Sector: Challenges of ‘Technical Infeasibility’,” Policy Science Vol. 41 
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institutional relationships and power dynamics, usefully showing how a range of unexpected actors 

are able to influence policy, even in executive-dominated decision-making arenas.  

Although these two literatures have provided a strong foundation for this study, they have 

left two key gaps that are explored in this chapter. The first of these gaps relates to the lack of 

granular knowledge about authoritarian policy making in executive institutions. The gap is a 

product of the dichotomous approaches of the two literatures. Although the two literatures have 

both sought to provide correctives for the transitologist assumptions and take seriously 

authoritarian policy-making institutions, their methods have been very different, each leaving an 

opportunity for further investigation. On the one hand, the comparative politics scholarship has 

adopted close-range methods that allow for the examination of the nuts and bolts of authoritarian 

institutions and their actors, but it has tended to focus exclusively on legislatives bodies and 

thereby overlook the role of other institutions and actors working therewithin. On the other hand, 

the comparative public policy literature has drawn on policy-change theories that help us 

understand the entire policy-making process, but it has achieved this breadth at the loss of depth, 

usually limiting itself to inter-institutional dynamics at an abstract, institutional level – often 

through quantitative methods. As a result of the shortcomings of these two literatures, we lack a 

strong understanding of executive institutions involved in authoritarian policy making. And, 

because we continue to treat these executive institutions as black boxes, we know little about how 

these intra-institutional executive dynamics interplay with the legislative institutions. 

 The second gap in our understanding of authoritarian policy making left behind from these 

tandem literatures is a function of the contexts in which the investigations have thus far been 

conducted. Significant attention has been given to certain types of authoritarian regimes, the most 

 
(2008): 315-34; and Hajime Sato, “The Advocacy Coalition Framework and the Policy Process Analysis: 
The Case of Smoking Control in Japan,” Policy Studies Journal Vol. 27, No. 1 (1999): 28-44. 



 

 

20 

common of which is party regimes, and closed authoritarian and electoral authoritarian regimes in 

particular. Almost absent from the extant investigations are authoritarian monarchies. Monarchies 

are often – but not always – included in broad quantitative studies, but even here they are rarely 

treated as a distinct regime type. Understanding that authoritarian regimes are no less diverse than 

democracies, examining how policy works across diverse types of regimes is crucial if we want to 

comprehend authoritarian policy making. Moreover, the lack of attention paid to authoritarian 

monarchies also severely limits our understanding of policy-making processes in the Middle East: 

the locus of the majority of remaining authoritarian monarchies in the world.  

This thesis helps to address these two gaps. By closely tracing two draft laws throughout 

an entire policy-making process, it explores both the inter- and intra-institutional dynamics – and 

the connections therebetween – crucially delving into the black boxes of the executive and showing 

the great extent to which conflicts spill out across policy-making arenas. Moreover, by conducting 

this investigation in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, it helps to address the lack of attention to 

policy-making processes in authoritarian monarchies.  

This chapter begins with an overview of the comparative authoritarian literature and its 

classification of regime types, showing the diversity of approaches that have been used and the 

lack of focus on – or disaggregation of – authoritarian monarchies. It then moves to the 

institutionalist turn in the comparative authoritarian legislature – and the recent emergence of the 

authoritarian legislatures literature therein, highlighting that this literature has provided one of the 

primary foundations for the in-depth investigation of authoritarian institutions and actors pursued 

by this thesis. It then turns to the existing engagement of comparative public policy in authoritarian 

regimes. It shows how the policy-change theories developed in liberal democracies have been 

extended into authoritarian contexts and highlights key insights they have offered regarding cross-
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institutional policy-making dynamics. It subsequently discusses the lack of attention paid to 

authoritarian monarchies, outlining the different types of authoritarian monarchies; it explains that 

the extent of variation across them means that we need to be deliberate about the kind of 

authoritarian monarchy we are investigating. It then lays out the research question and sub 

questions, showing how they confront the transitological assumptions about authoritarian policy 

making. It concludes with the contributions of the thesis, explaining that by exploring different 

policies pursued in Jordan, the research not only contributes to our underdeveloped understanding 

of policy making in authoritarian monarchies, but also offers an enhanced understanding of the 

contexts in which the transitological assumptions hold true.  

 

2. The Rise of Comparative Authoritarianism 

This section offers an introduction to the comparative authoritarian literature and its deep 

interest in authoritarian regime types and taxonomies. Because these classifications are crucial for 

providing the requisite contextual foundation for exploring policy making in authoritarian regimes, 

the section provides an overview of how the literature has dealt with these categorizations. This 

literature is also outlined because, in the absence of a cohesive body of work focusing on public 

policy in authoritarian regimes, it has become the central reference for scholars seeking to explain 

policy making in authoritarian regimes. This situation is regrettable, the section argues, because 

the comparative authoritarian literature has tended to assume that policy is simply made by 

dictators and their elites. Only recently, have new currents emerged within the comparative 

authoritarian literature that provide important correctives to these long-standing assumptions.  

During the last quarter of the twentieth century, a number of democratizing currents around 

regions in the world came together in what, thanks to Huntington, has become known as the “third 
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wave”.20 Of the 80 closed authoritarian regimes (of different stripes) that existed in 1974 (the year 

Huntington defines as the start of the wave), only 15 remained at the end of the century.21 However, 

while this dramatic decline of authoritarian regimes was accompanied by a diffusion of “the formal 

architecture of democracy”, many of these transitions did not lead to democracy.22 Instead, a 

growing number of regimes emerged that were neither closed authoritarian regimes nor 

democracies.23 Within the “transition paradigm”, which constituted the predominate lens for 

understanding the global democratizing phenomenon throughout the 1980s and 1990s,24 these 

countries were seen to be in a “grey zone” on their way to full democracy.25 Encouraged by a 

desire “to see democracy progress and their hopes for democratic developments below the state 

level”, scholars coined a vichyssoise of adjectives (such as “pseudo”, “semi”, “illiberal”, and 

“delegative”) to frame these regimes as being different types of almost-democracies.26 

By the turn of the century, however, it was clear that many of these regimes were in no 

hurry to reach democratization, and a number of authors (many of whom were central to the 

transition literature), began to criticize the democratization bias in the literature. They argued that 

framing these regimes as “flawed, incomplete, or ‘transitional’ Democracies” was misleading as 

 
20 Samuel Huntington, “Democracy’s Third Wave,” Journal of Democracy Vol. 2. No. 2 (1991): 12-34. 
21 Barbara Geddes, Paradigms and Sand Castles: Theory Building and Research Design in Comparative 
Politics (University of Michigan Press, 2003), 41. 
22 Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way, Competitive Authoritarianism: Hybrid Regimes After the Cold War 
(Cambridge University Press, 2010), 3. 
23 Political regime is typically used to refer to the rules, norms, and decision-making procedures among 
state officials and between state officials and society. In other words, a political regime is a latent 
variable: we cannot directly observe a “regime” but instead we can create, via observable events, a 
concept that captures the pattern of political relationships in a given society. See Gary Reich, 
“Categorizing Political Regimes: New Data for Old Problems,” Democratization Vol. 9, No. 4 (2002): 1-
24. 
24 Thomas Carothers, “The End of the Transition Paradigm,” Journal of Democracy Vol. 13, No. 1, 
(2002): 5-21. 
25 Richard Snyder, “Beyond Electoral Authoritarianism: The Spectrum of Nondemocratic Regimes,” in 
Electoral Authoritarianism: The Dynamics of Unfree Competition, ed. Andreas Schedler (Lynne Rienner 
Publishers, 2006), 219-31. 
26 Juan Linz, Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes (Lynne Rienner Publishers, 2000), 34. 
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the idea that these regimes were “(or should be) moving in a democratic direction lacks empirical 

foundation”.27 The situation also called into question key arguments in the transition paradigm, 

demonstrating, in particular, that neither the “breakdown of authoritarian regimes nor the holding 

of multiparty elections necessarily led to democratization”.28 As a result, increased attention was 

given to the authoritarian regimes themselves, comparing different kinds of authoritarian regimes 

and their institutions in particular. Thus, rather than affixing the qualifying adjectives to 

democracy, the literature saw the genesis of myriad new forms of hyphenated authoritarianisms, 

highlighting that these new regimes are not democracies,29 but also providing greater conceptual 

clarity to the increasingly diverse forms of authoritarian rule. 

 

2.1 Classifying Authoritarian Regimes  

To speak about authoritarian policy making, we need to first clarify what we mean by 

authoritarianism. Defining authoritarianism is not a straightforward process because the concept 

has evolved significantly in response to the growing diversity of authoritarian regimes – and 

corresponding analytical categories. This section provides an overview of these myriad regime 

classifications and, in so doing, an introduction to the comparative authoritarian literature. The 

overview is provided firstly as a key conceptual foundation for the thesis. Secondly it demonstrates 

the extent of diversity across authoritarian regimes – and thus the importance of considering 

regime type in the analysis of any authoritarian policy-making process. Thirdly, the overview is 

beneficial because the classification of authoritarian regimes is not only the primary enterprise of 

the comparative authoritarian literature, but also the primary driver of its institutional turn. This 

 
27 Levitsky and Way, Competitive Authoritarianism, 3-4. 
28 Levitsky and Way, Competitive Authoritarianism, 22. 
29 Linz, Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes, 34. 
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institutional turn has yielded one of key foundations for this thesis (which is discussed in the 

following section). The section therefore also provides a contextual background to the current neo-

institutionalist literature.  

The concept of authoritarianism gained currency in contemporary political science as a 

result of the declining effectiveness of the concept of totalitarianism. In the wake of the Second 

World War, an important body of scholarship delimited the contours of totalitarianism as a means 

of describing the fascist Axis powers and the communist Soviet Union. In her influential book, 

The Origins of Totalitarianism, Arendt describes totalitarianism as a novel, extreme form of 

dictatorship designed to realize “the permanent domination of each single individual in each and 

every sphere of life” – a form of dictatorship so extreme that it had only been witnessed under 

Nazi Germany and the Stalinist Soviet Union.30 Providing greater specification, Friedrich and 

Brzezinski focused on the characteristics that allowed for the total control of totalitarianism, 

including an ideology, a single party, usually led by one person, a terrorist police force, a 

communications monopoly, a weapons monopoly and a centrally-directed economy.31 Through 

this analysis, they expand the conceptual borders of totalitarianism beyond Germany and Eastern 

Europe to communist China and the borderline case of fascist Italy. While both Arendt and 

Friedrich and Brzezinski kept the conceptual – and geographical – borders of totalitarianism quite 

limited, myriad other publications provided different approaches, and the concept was adopted by 

politicians to disparagingly refer to the Soviet Union. Some political scientists began to suggest 

 
30 Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism (Harcourt Brace & Company, 1973), 326. 
31 Carl Joachim Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski, Totalitarian Dictatorship and Autocracy (Praeger, 
1961), 9. 
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that the loose term should be avoided,32 and it also became increasingly clear that the concept may 

not be applicable to many of the extant non-democratic regimes that scholars were studying.  

Authoritarianism emerged as a strong alternative, in large part as a result of Linz’s path-

breaking work in 1964. Rather than leaving authoritarianism to function as a residual category for 

regimes that are neither totalitarian nor democratic, Linz clearly delimited the distinctive 

characteristics of authoritarian regimes. He defines authoritarian regimes as:  

[P]olitical systems with limited, non-responsible, political pluralism; without 

intensive nor extensive political mobilization (except some points in their 

development); and in which a leader (or occasionally a small group) exercises power 

within formally ill-defined limits but actually quite predictable ones.33 

Linz included pluralism to contrast authoritarianism with totalitarianism, but he further clarified 

this inclusion: 

[L]et us emphasize that in contrast to democracies with almost unlimited pluralism, 

we deal here with limited pluralism. The limitation may be legal or de facto, serious 

or less so, confined to strictly political groups, as long as there remain groups not 

created by nor dependent on the state which influence the political process one way 

or another [original emphasis].34 

This thesis adopts the above definition of authoritiarianism as a whole. However, since the 

publication of Linz’s influential work, there has been a proliferation of different kinds of non-

 
32 Benjamin Barber, “Conceptual Foundations of Totalitarianism,” in Totalitarianism in Perspective: 
Three Views, eds. Carl Joachim Friedrich and Zbigniew Brzezinski (Pall Mall Press, 1969); and T. H. 
Rigby, ‘“Totalitarianism” and Change in Communist Systems,’ Comparative Politics Vol. 4, No. 3 
(1972): 433-53. 
33 Juan Linz, “An Authoritarian Regime: Spain,” in Cleavages, Ideologies and Party Systems, eds. Erik 
Allardt and Yrjo Littunen (Abo Tindings och Tryckeri Aktiebolag, 1964), 297. 
34 Linz, “An Authoritarian Regime,” 298. 
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democratic regimes. While very few of these regimes fit the narrow totalitarian definition, 

authoritarian proved too inclusive, allowing for the lumping together of a broad range of regimes. 

Scholars have consequently made a concerted effort to distinguish between authoritarian subtypes.  

Early attempts to add nuance to the authoritarian category included O’Donnell’s work on 

bureaucratic authoritarianism, in which a regime is constituted by individuals coming out of highly 

bureaucratized organizations (primarily the military, but also the public bureaucracy and private 

firms) and the instillation of extensive political exclusion, economic exclusion, and 

depoliticization, which takes place during industrialization.35 Another key development was Linz 

and Stepan’s addition of the categories of post-totalitarianism and sultanism to the classical 

distinction. Post-totalitarianism refers to a weakened form of totalitarianism with more constrained 

leadership (shared among bureaucrats rather than a charismatic leader), greater pluralism, 

weakened ideology and mobilization, and decreased terror, allowing for the emergence of an 

organized opposition. Sultanism draws from the Weberian identification of extreme 

patrimonialism, denoting a polity that is the personal domain of the sultan. In this domain, there is 

an absence of rule of law and low institutionalization. There may be a high degree of social and 

economic pluralism, but not political pluralism. In effect, all individuals, groups, and “institutions 

are permanently subject to the unpredictable and despotic intervention of the sultan”, thereby 

rendering all pluralism precarious.36 

By the end of the twentieth century, however, it seemed that greater parsing was necessary 

to account for the diversity of authoritarianisms that emerged. The third wave may have yielded a 

 
35 Guillermo O'Donnell, “Reflections on the Patterns of Change in the Bureaucratic-Authoritarian State,” 
Latin American Research Review Vol. 13, No. 1 (1978), 3-38. 
36 Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan, Problems of Democratic Transition and Consolidation: Southern Europe, 
South America, and Post-Communist Europe (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1996), 53. Also see H.E. 
Chehabi and Juan Linz, eds., Sultanistic Regimes (Johns Hopkins University Press, 1998). 
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significant growth of democracy in the world,37 but it also resulted in the further proliferation of 

regimes that were not democracies, conventional authoritarian, or totalitarian (now often referred 

to as closed authoritarian).38 In taking stock of the proliferation of hybrid authoritarian regime 

types and the developments in democratization in the last quarter of the twentieth century, Linz 

noted in 2000 that, were he to write a new book on comparative democracies, it would be necessary 

to include a section on “failed transitions to democracy, defective or pseudodemocracies, which 

[he] would rather characterize as ‘electoral authoritarian’ regimes—mostly ethnocratic, often 

plebiscitarian—where a democratic façade covers authoritarian rule, often with sultanistic 

components”.39 While authors do not always use the same term as Linz (often referring to hybrid 

authoritarianism40 or semi authoritarianism41), significant work has since examined regimes that 

combine authoritarian characteristics with democratic features (particularly institutional ones). 

The category of electoral (or hybrid) authoritarianism encompasses a wide range of 

different kinds of regimes, with quantitative analyses conducted at the start of the twenty-first 

century finding that this regime type was present in more countries than any other.42 A number of 

scholars consequently identified smaller sub-classes of regime types within the overall category of 

hybridity. The most common distinction to emerge was between competitive electoral 

 
37 Samuel Huntington, The Third Wave: Democratization in the Late Twentieth Century (University of 
Oklahoma Press, 1991). 
38 “Closed authoritarianism” is the term now commonly used to refer to the residual category of non-
democratic regimes that do not have hybrid characteristics. While this glosses over the important 
distinctions that were highlighted in an earlier generation of work on dictatorships that focused on diverse 
kinds of totalitarianism, post-totalitarianism, sultanism, and many others, the category of closed 
authoritarianism will suffice for the purposes of this thesis, which does not examine this end of the 
authoritarian spectrum. 
39 Linz, Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes, 34. 
40 Larry Diamond, “Thinking About Hybrid Regimes,” Journal of Democracy Vol. 13, No. 2 (2002): 21-
35. 
41 Marina Ottaway, Democracy Challenged: The Rise of Semi-Authoritarianism (Carnegie Endowment 
for International Peace, 2003). 
42 Diamond, “Thinking About Hybrid Regimes.” 
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authoritarian and hegemonic electoral authoritarian. The former, according to Levitsky and Way, 

describes regimes with “formal democratic institutions that are widely viewed as the principal 

means of obtaining and exercising political authority”; however, “[i]ncumbents violate those rules 

so often and to such an extent, however, that the regime fails to meet conventional minimum 

standards for democracy”.43 While authoritarian rulers have a degree of insecurity in competitive 

authoritarian regimes, in hegemonic authoritarianism, regimes are “invincible”. According to 

Schedler, “the electoral arena” in competitive electoral authoritarianism “is a genuine battleground 

in the struggle for power; in [hegemonic electoral authoritarian] regimes, it is little more than a 

theatrical setting for the self-representation and self-reproduction of power”.44 According to Kou 

and Kao, hegemonic electoral authoritarian regimes most closely reflects what they call the 

“conventional” authoritarianism that Linz outlined in 1964.45 It is also the category in which Jordan 

is most often included.  

Other subtypes have also been proposed, often further defining (or slightly varying from) 

competitive electoral authoritarianism. For instance, Greene proposes the category of dominant 

party authoritarian regimes. Drawing on the multi-decade dominance of the Institutional 

Revolutionary Party in Mexico, he identifies a dominant party authoritarian regime as one in which 

there is a combination of meaningful electoral competition along with executive and legislative 

rule by a single party for at least twenty years or at least four consecutive elections.46 Competitive 

 
43 Steven Levitsky and Lucan Way, “Elections Without Democracy: The Rise of Competitive 
Authoritarianism,” Journal of Democracy Vol. 13, No. 2 (2002): 52. 
44 Andreas Schedler, “Elections Without Democracy: The Menu of Manipulation,” Journal of Democracy 
Vol. 13, No. 20 (2002): 47. 
45 Chien-Wen Kou and Chieh Kao, “Electoral Authoritarianism in the Third Wave of Democratization: 
Concepts and Regime Trajectories,” Paper Presented at 2011 Northeastern Political Science Association 
Annual Meeting, Northeastern Political Science Association, Philadelphia, PA, November 17-19, 2011. 
46 Kenneth Greene, Why Dominant Parties Lose Mexico’s Democratization in Comparative Perspective 
(Cambridge University Press, 2007), 12. 
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elections exist, but the incumbents have resource advantages that impair the fairness of 

competition (to a greater extent than incumbency advantage in democratic regimes). It is not the 

same as a single-party regime, however, because it allows for the establishment of opposition 

parties.47 This concept of dominant party authoritarianism is similar to what has been referred to 

as a hegemonic party autocratic regime.  

Alongside hybridity, another prominent approach to explaining different kinds of 

authoritarianism has emerged. This approach has a slightly different pedigree than hybridity, 

emerging from earlier institutional focus on three kinds of non-democratic regimes: one-party,48 

military,49 and personalist (including sultanistic and patrimonial) regimes.50 It has become a 

common approach as a result of Geddes’ bringing them together into a single, inclusive framework 

for cross-regime comparisons.  

Rather than centering formal institutions (as in the hybrid classifications), Geddes focused 

on control over access to power and influence. Drawing upon a data set of authoritarian regimes 

lasting three years or more between 1946 and 1990 and centering different kinds of inter-elite 

factionalism, Geddes distinguishes among single-party, military, and personalist regimes (or 

 
47 Giovanni Sartori, Parties and Party Systems: A Framework for Analysis (Cambridge University Press, 
1976), 230. 
48 See Robert Tucker, “Towards a Comparative Politics of Movement-Regimes,” American Political 
Science Review Vol. 55, No. 2 (1961): 281-89; and Samuel Huntington “Social and Institutional 
Dynamics of One-Party Systems,” in Authoritarian Politics in Modern Society: The Dynamics of 
Established One-Party Systems, eds. Samuel Huntington and Clement Moore (Basic Books, 1970). 
49 See Samuel Finer, The Man on Horseback: The Role of the Military in Politics, second edition 
(Penguin, 1976); Samuel Huntington, Political Order in Changing Societies (Yale University Press, 
1968); Amos Perlmutter, The Military and Politics in Modern Times: On Professionals, Praetorians, and 
Revolutionary Soldiers (Yale University Press, 1977); and Eric Nordlinger, Soldiers in Politics: Military 
Coups and Governments (Prentice-Hall, 1977). 
50 See Guenther Roth, “Personal Rulership, Patrimonialism, and Empire-Building in the New States”, 
World Politics Vol. 20, No. 2 (1968): 194-206; Juan Linz, “Totalitarian and Authoritarian Regimes,” in 
Macro Political Theory: Handbook of Political Science, volume three, eds. Fred Greenstein and Nelson 
Polsby (Addison-Wesley, 1975); and H. E. Chehabi and Juan Linz, “A Theory of Sultanism: A Type of 
Nondemocratic Rule,” in Sultanistic Regimes, eds. H. E. Chehabi and Juan Linz (Johns Hopkins 
University Press, 1998). 
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amalgams of these ideal types).51 In single-party regimes, one party dominates access to political 

office and control over policy, although other parties may exist and compete as minor players in 

elections. In military regimes, a group of officers decides who will rule and exercises some 

influence on policy. Personalist regimes differ from military and single-party regimes in that 

access to office and the fruits of office depend much more on the discretion of an individual leader. 

The leader may be an officer and may have created a party to support themself, but neither the 

military nor the party exercises independent decision-making power insulated from the whims of 

the ruler. In subsequent work, Geddes and her colleagues have built upon this classification in 

several ways, adding, for example, monarchical dictatorships,52 which are headed by a royal 

family, oligarchy, which refers to regimes in which leaders are chosen through competitive 

elections but less than ten percent of the total population is enfranchised. They have also added 

indirect military rule, which refers to regimes in which formal political leaders are chosen through 

competitive elections but the military either prevents parties that would attract large numbers of 

votes from participating or controls the selection of important cabinet ministers.53 

Several other authors have subsequently produced categorizations similar to Geddes. 

Hadenius and Teorell, for example, explicitly build on her work, but suggest several changes.54 

Firstly, like many other authors, they take issue with her omission of monarchies from her original 

 
51 Barbara Geddes, “What Do We Know about Democratization after Twenty Years?” Annual Review of 
Political Science Vol. 2 (1999): 115-44; and Geddes, Paradigms and Sand Castles. 
52 While it may seem as if monarchies would fit into Geddes’ personalist category (as it did in some 
preceding scholarship), Geddes excludes monarchies from her categorization and from the empirical data 
on which it is predicated. 
53 Barbara Geddes, Joseph Wright, and Erica Frantz, “Autocratic Breakdown and Regime Transitions: A 
New Data Set,” Perspectives on Politics Vol. 12, No. 2 (2014): 313-31. 
54 Axel Hadenius and Jan Teorell, “Pathways from Authoritarianism,” Journal of Democracy Vol. 18, No. 
1 (2007): 143-57. Also see Steffen Kailitz, “Classifying Political Regimes Revisited: Legitimation and 
Durability,” Democratization Vol. 20, No. 1 (2013): 39-60. 
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classification scheme – a decision she makes explicitly and with little explanation.55 Secondly, 

they reject personalism as a category, arguing that it constitutes a characteristic present among all 

authoritarian regimes to some degree. Thirdly, they note her lack of distinction between true one-

party regimes and dominant-party regimes, highlighting the substantive difference between these 

systems. Finally, unlike Geddes, they do not restrict our attention to the effect of regime type on 

survival. By focusing on how regime type affects its prospects for democratization, they categorize 

regimes based on the ways through which they retain power. Thus, monarchies involve hereditary 

succession through an accepted practice, military regimes are those where military officers 

dominate political positions through the threat of force, and the more heterogenous category of 

electoral regimes that are distinguished by the degree of party competition permitted in national 

elections. 

Gandhi provides another important classification system building upon Geddes’ work. She 

distinguishes between monarchical, civilian, and military regimes.56 She bases her categorization 

on the types of threats (primarily from members of the ruling elite) that the leaders face as well as 

the institutional mechanisms by which they organize their rule and address these threats. These 

institutions, she argues, indicate where power lies and produce different incentives and constraints 

on the leader that impact performance. In this vein, she shows that monarchs rely on family and 

kin networks along with consultative councils. The monarchs are consequently not constrained by 

parliaments or courts, but by family factions and kin networks. While monarchs must co-opt family 

members to consolidate their rule, military dictators must neutralize the threats posed by their 

closest colleagues and harness their cooperation to govern. Military rulers usually contain key 

 
55 Hadenius and Teorell also note that Geddes omits competitive or electoral autocracies. 
56 Jennifer Gandhi, Political Institutions under Dictatorship (Cambridge University Press, 2008). See also 
José Antonio Cheibub, Jennifer Gandhi, and James Raymond Vreeland, “Democracy and Dictatorship 
Revisited,” Public Choice Vol. 143 (2010): 67-101. 
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rivals from the armed forces within juntas, typically rendering the junta the locus of decision-

making power. Civilian regimes neither rule through extensive kin networks nor have the ability 

to appeal to the armed forces as easily as military rulers. Lacking an existing institutional structure, 

civilian leaders usually create a smaller body within a regime party – a political bureau – to co-opt 

potential rivals. To this end, Gandhi notes, the use of a single party to govern has been widely used 

in civilian regimes. 

Others have created more complex typologies. Svolik for instance, criticizes the 

effectiveness of classifying dictatorships into “ideal types or according to their prominent 

descriptive features”.57 Instead, he identifies key conceptual dimensions of authoritarian politics 

and scales the importance of each dimension to help identify the kind of regime under examination. 

These dimensions include military involvement in politics, restrictions on political parties, 

legislative selection, and executive selection. With each dimension, he specifies a number of 

different permutations. In looking at military involvement, for instance, he distinguishes between 

none, indirect, personal, and corporate. When measuring restrictions on political parties, he 

distinguishes among authoritarian regimes that allow for none, single, and multiple parties. For 

legislative selection he distinguishes between dictatorships with no legislature, an unelected or 

appointed legislature, a legislature with one party or candidate per seat, a legislature with multiple 

parties in which the largest party controls more than 75 percent of the seats, a legislature with 

multiple parties in which the largest party controls less than 75 percent of the seats, and 

dictatorships with elected but nonpartisan legislatures. For executive selection, he distinguishes 

among dictatorships with an unelected executive, an executive that is elected but with only one 

party or candidate, an executive that is selected by a small, unelected body, an executive that is 

 
57 Milan Svolik, The Politics of Authoritarian Rule (Cambridge University Press, 2012), 17. 
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elected in a competition among multiple candidates and received more than 75 percent of the vote, 

and an executive that is elected in a competition among multiple candidates and received less than 

75 percent of the vote. This approach, Svolik argues, renders classification both easier and more 

exhaustive.  

The increased attention given to regime types – and comparisons therebetween – at the 

start of the 2000s was driven in large part by the desire to explain why some authoritarian regimes 

have proven more durable – and thus more resistant to breakdown and democratization. And yet, 

while the enduring influence of transitology helped shape the questions being asked, the 

burgeoning interest in comparing regimes, as the approaches above highlight, fostered an increased 

attention in understanding different kinds of authoritarian regimes, with scholars acknowledging 

that “different kinds of authoritarianism differ from each other as much as they differ from 

democracy”.58 As the above approaches to categorizing regimes highlight, a newfound emphasis 

was placed on the institutions of authoritarianism. This line of inquiry was heavily encouraged by 

the finding that institutions (particularly a national legislature) were strongly associated with 

regime longevity.59 Scholars consequently began to take authoritarian institutions more seriously, 

comparing the different architectures to better understand the wide universe of authoritarian 

regimes.  

 

 

 

 
58 Geddes, “What Do We Know about Democratization after Twenty Years?” 121. 
59 Geddes, “Why Parties and Elections in Authoritarian Regimes?” At the annual meeting of the 
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2.2 The New Institutionalism of Comparative Authoritarianism 

The institutionalist turn in the comparative authoritarian literature yielded a key foundation 

for the present research. As comparative authoritarian scholars began to take institutions more 

seriously, three main approaches emerged. This section provides an overview of the three 

approaches and sub-approaches therewithin. It shows that each of these approaches provides 

valuable insight for explaining certain kinds of authoritarian regimes and certain aspects of 

regimes, including the Jordanian regime under investigation. However, it argues that only one of 

these approaches really treats institutions as legitimate – although still instrumental – aspects of 

authoritarian policy-making processes. This serious treatment of institutions laid a central 

foundation for more the more in-depth studies of authoritarian legislatures that have recently 

emerged – and provided a key theoretical and methodological jumping off point for this thesis.  

Although the increased focus on institutions within the burgeoning comparative 

authoritarian literature has often been described as an “institutional turn”,60 it is probably better 

conceptualized as a shift to a new institutionalism. The “old” institutionalism focused on 

institutions as tools of repression and manipulation,61 and on how institutions (particularly 

elections) could undermine authoritarian regimes.62 In common with “old” institutionalism, the 

new institutionalist work shares the “theoretical intuition that institutions matter”.63 However, the 

 
60 Thomas Pepinsky, “The Institutional Turn in Comparative Authoritarianism,” British Journal of 
Political Science Vol. 44, No. 3 (2014): 631-53. There were, of course, also institutionalist roots in some 
of the earlier work on democratization. See Jason Brownlee, Authoritarianism in an Age of 
Democratization (Cambridge University Press, 2007), 27-8. 
61 See, e.g., Ellen Lust-Okar, Structuring Conflict in the Arab World: Incumbents, Opponents, and 
Institutions (Cambridge University Press, 2005); and Brownlee, Authoritarianism in an Age of 
Democratization. 
62 See, e.g., Valerie Bunce and Sharon Wolchik, Defeating Authoritarian Leaders in Postcommunist 
Countries (Cambridge University Press, 2011); and Staffan Lindberg, ed. Democratization by Elections: 
A New Mode of Transition? (Johns Hopkins University Press, 2009). 
63 Andreas Schedler, The Politics of Uncertainty: Sustaining and Subverting Electoral Authoritarianism 
(Oxford University Press, 2013), 70. 
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new institutionalist studies of authoritarianism have shifted their focus to “those institutions of 

representation and power divisions that we tend to associate with liberal-democratic regimes”.64  

The approaches of new institutionalism can be roughly divided into three main variants.65 

The first treats institutions as façades for authoritarian rule. The second approaches institutions as 

almost democratic, suggesting that the difference to fully democratic institutions is one of degree 

not kind. The third posits that authoritarian institutions are spaces of genuine politics, but that this 

politics is fundamentally different from democratic politics. 

 

2.2.1 Authoritarian Institutions as Façades 

The first approach to institutions views them as window dressing: purely ceremonial bodies 

that provide a façade of democracy to obfuscate the fact that policy decisions are made by the 

regime or its narrow elite within a different set of institutions, or outside of institutions altogether. 

This view was present in early discussions of institutionalism, with Fainsod noting that “legislative 

passage serv[es] only to dress decisions in the ‘garb of constitutional legality’”,66 and Jones 

indicating that the role of authoritarian institutions is to “formalize decisions already made”.67 This 

approach was also present in early comparative legislative work, which suggested that 

authoritarian governments had no reason to take into account legislative preferences.68 This view 

 
64 Andreas Schedler, “The New Institutionalism in the Study of Authoritarian Regimes,” Totalitarismus 
und Demokratie Vol. 6 (2009): 324. See also Alejandro Bonvecchi and Emilia Simison, “Legislative 
Institutions and Performance in Authoritarian Regimes,” Comparative Politics Vol. 49, No. 4 (2017): 
521-39. 
65 Jennifer Gandhi, Ben Noble, and Milan Svolik, “Legislatures and Legislative Politics Without 
Democracy,” Comparative Political Studies (Vol. 53, No. 9): 1359-79. 
66 Merle Fainsod, How Russia Is Ruled (Harvard University Press, 1965), 384. 
67 Ellen Jones, “Committee Decision Making in the Soviet Union,” World Politics Vol. 36, No. 2 (1984): 
168. 
68 Nelson Polsby, “Legislatures,” in Handbook of Political Science, eds. Fred Greenstein and Nelson 
Polsby (Addison-Wesley, 1975), 257-319; Michael Mezey, Comparative Legislatures (Duke University 
Press, 1979); and Jean Blondel, Comparative Legislatures (Prentice-Hall, 1973). 
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has also been reflected in more recent work, with Brancati suggesting that “because authoritarian 

legislatures exist at the discretion of the dictator, they do not have real decision-making power and 

only rubber-stamp government-proposed legislation”.69 Of course, there is empirical justification 

for this approach in certain situations. In many authoritarian contexts, all or some of the legislators 

are appointed, they typically meet less frequently than in democracies, and they often meet for 

ceremonial purposes or they vote (almost) unanimously for regime bills.70  

A related perspective notes that legislators may play an active role, but not in the business 

of policy making. Geddes and colleagues, for example, argue that, although “authoritarian 

legislatures play a role in the allocation of private benefits and local public goods to citizens, [...] 

they have little influence on policy”.71 “Real” politics, it seems, is either hidden from public view 

or simply takes place elsewhere. Lust-Okar similarly shows how the institutional design of 

Jordan’s governance institutions – wherein members of the lower house do not form the 

government and have little role in decision-making – yields a parliament that has been elected for 

its ability to distribute patrimony.72 This approach reflects how most Jordanians see the democratic 

institutions of governance in their country. It is also how many elected politicians – and even 

members of the executive described Jordan’s political landscape (as noted in the story of Hussein 

al Majali in the Introduction).  

Beyond the identification of institutions as mechanisms of patronage, other scholars have 

pointed to the importance of elections as displays of strength that prevent elite challenges and 

 
69 Dawn Brancati, “Democratic Authoritarianism: Origins and Effects,” Annual Review of Political 
Science Vol. 17 (2014): 317. 
70 Gandhi, Noble, and Svolik, “Legislatures and Legislative Politics Without Democracy.” 
71 Barbara Geddes, Joseph Wright, and Erica Frantz, How Dictatorships Work: Power, Personalization, 
and Collapse (Cambridge University Press, 2018), 137. 
72 Ellen Lust-Okar, “Elections under Authoritarianism: Preliminary Lessons from Jordan,” 
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foster public resignation.73 Magaloni, for instance, asks why an authoritarian regime would seek 

to secure a large margin of victory, rather than simply settling for any electoral victory. She argues 

that authoritarian regimes mobilize electoral support to deter potential elite opponents, and 

particularly challenges from within the regime. By achieving strong electoral mobilization, the 

regime signals that the regime is unshakable and that potential rivals should not harbour any hope 

of defeating the incumbent. In fact, Simpser finds that ruling parties commit electoral fraud even 

when their victories are all but certain.74 

 

2.2.2 Authoritarian Institutions as Almost Democratic 

The second view sees authoritarian regimes as either pre-democratic or former democracies 

that have eroded into authoritarianism but not fully eliminated their democratic institutions. This 

perspective shares a lot of ground with the transition paradigm. Indeed, while this approach may 

eject a lot of the normative assumptions about democratization, regime change often remains the 

key focus. In this vein, Congleton examines the origins of Western democracy, arguing that “big 

bangs” cannot account for the emergence of democratic forms of governance. Instead, supported 

by ideological and technological changes, the transitions instead proceeded as slow, non-zero-sum 

shifts from proto-democratic institutions dominated by a king toward parliamentary 

democracies.75 Some of the current institutions in the Middle East (and its monarchies, in 

particular) seem to bear similarities to the latent European institutions. Herb, for instance, 

 
73 Lisa Blaydes, Elections and Distributive Politics in Mubarak’s Egypt (Cambridge University Press, 
2011); and Beatriz Magaloni, Voting for Autocracy: Hegemonic Party Survival and Its Demise in Mexico 
(Cambridge University Press, 2006), 23. 
74 Alberto Simpser, Why Governments and Parties Manipulate Elections: Theory, Practice and 
Implications (Cambridge University Press, 2013). 
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examines the legislative institutions in the Gulf with reference to the evolution of European 

monarchies, focusing on historical explanations for why the legislature in Kuwait is more 

empowered than equivalent institutions elsewhere in the region.76 

While the discussion of monarchies in Europe and the Gulf focus on the proto-democratic 

regime variant, authors focusing on regime hybridity have also highlighted the eroded variant. In 

Levitsky and Way’s research on competitive authoritarian regimes in the post-Cold War period, 

for instance, they highlight regimes that have democratized (primarily as a result of their linkages 

to the West), but they also note a number of countries were able to subvert democracy without 

fully controlling the governance institutions.77 Hugo Chavez, for instance, used Venezuela’s oil 

wealth to resist Western leverage as he used elections and referenda to gain unchecked control of 

state institutions and used them (and the old revenues) to slant the playing field against opponents 

and increasingly violate civil liberties. Similar dynamics involving “anti-political-establishment 

actors”78 have emerged at different points elsewhere in Latin America and in some post-soviet 

states.79 In his study of electoral authoritarianism, Schedler similarly provides an overview of 

authoritarian election cycles that highlights instances of democratic erosion across regions and 

regime types.80 

 

2.2.3 Authoritarian Institutions as Legitimate (But Instrumental) Part of Politics  

 
76 Michael Herb, The Wages of Oil: Parliaments and Economic Development in Kuwait and the UAE 
(Cornell University Press, 2014). 
77 Levitsky and Way, Competitive Authoritarianism. 
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79 Levitsky and Way, Competitive Authoritarianism; and Steven Levitsky and James Loxton, “Populism 
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The third approach resists the understanding of regimes as façades, instead approaching 

institutions as important pieces of authoritarian governance – but ones that may play different roles 

than their counterparts in democracies. Emerging in the 2000s and growing stronger in the second 

decade, this approach has centered the political economies of regimes, primarily addressing issues 

of trust and credibility between the regime on the one side and the military, elite, and public on the 

other. While eschewing the propensity to dismiss institutions as façades, this approach does tend 

to view the institutions in an instrumental manner.81 In this vein, we can identify three distinct, 

albeit sometimes overlapping, currents in the literature that have defined this approach. Firstly, 

institutions have been identified as means of co-opting groups that challenge the regime. Secondly, 

they have been viewed as mechanisms to facilitate elite coalitions. And, thirdly, they have been 

approached as tools to address the information deficits that can emerge as a result of democratic 

institutions.  

 

Co-Option Thesis  

The focus on co-option is driven by the threat authoritarian regimes face from insurgencies 

and mass protest, with scholars suggesting that institutions, and legislatures in particular, can 

mitigate this threat by including more voices in policy making and rendering politics more 

representative of key social groups. In this vein, Gandhi and Przeworski draw together a data set 

of all authoritarian regimes that existed between 1946 and 1996, finding that authoritarian leaders 

maintain institutions for two reasons: to mobilize cooperation and, if the opposition presents a 

threat of the regime, to address the danger of rebellion. They argue that policy compromises require 

an “institutional forum access to which can be controlled, where demands can be revealed without 
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appearing as acts of resistance, where compromises can be hammered out without undue public 

scrutiny, and where the resulting agreements can be dressed in a legalistic form and publicized as 

such”.82  

In her 2008 monograph, Gandhi similarly highlights the importance of institutions for 

organizing policy compromises. For opposition actors, she shows, institutions represent a means 

of engaging in decision-making, even if their impact on policy is limited. For the regime, by 

contrast, institutions allow for demands to be contained without resulting in the appearance of 

weakness. She argues that if authoritarian leaders face a weak opposition and need little 

cooperation, they will not make concessions and, therefore, will not need institutions. However, if 

regimes are having to resist opposition mobilization and solicit outside cooperation, they may need 

to make policy concessions, in which case they may need institutions to organize these 

compromises.83  

Malesky and Schuler arrive at similar conclusions by testing the co-option approach at the 

delegate level, finding that individuals from outside of the leadership are, in fact, able to win seats 

and, when they do, they are more likely to challenge the government and ask questions that respond 

to local concerns.84 Also focused more at the individual level, Reuter and Robinson provide further 

support for the co-option thesis by examining leadership roles in Russian regional legislatures. 

They find that legislatures can reduce public protest through the provision of rent-seeking 

opportunities to opposition elites who demobilize their supporters in exchange for these rents. In 

this way, they also provide a link between the co-option thesis and the power-sharing thesis. 

 
82 Jennifer Gandhi and Adam Przeworski, “Cooperation, Cooptation, and Rebellion under Dictatorships,” 
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Power Sharing Thesis  

While the co-option thesis focuses on threats from potential opposition groups within 

society, the power sharing thesis concentrates on threats from the regime’s elites. Geddes’ 

Paradigms and Sand Castles is a key foundation for this literature.85 By outlining three different 

regime types (noted above), she also identifies the different logics of rule in each regime type. 

Noting that factionalism is present in all of the regime types, she outlines the different game 

theoretics that come into play in each, which determine cooperation and defection and, thus, 

regime durability. Overall, she argues that party autocracies are more resilient than military and 

what she calls personalist dictatorships because of their relative immunity to elite splitting. This 

splitting results from a behavioural equilibrium in which all factions are better off if they remain 

united than if they split. The act of affiliation with the party establishes a visible sign of loyalty. 

In case of defection, leaders know whom to punish. In this way, the dominant party lowers 

information costs for all actors and establishes clear rules of behaviour. 

Building on Geddes’ seminal work, Brownlee highlights the importance of conflict 

resolution during the period of regime formation, arguing that it determines whether a ruling party 

emerges and binds together a cohesive multifactional coalition, which, in turn, conditions 

subsequent stability. Beyond managing competition for power, these parties can also regulate 

inter-elite disputes that emerge, “enabl[ing] solutions that might otherwise prove elusive among 

rivalrous leaders left to their own devices” and allowing them to reach “solutions that transcend 

factional advantage and benefit all participants”.86  
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Also building off of Geddes’ data on the benefits of establishing parties, Magaloni further 

defines the conditions under which dictatorships are more or less vulnerable to elite divisions and 

distinguishes between these in terms of whether or not they allow multiple parties. Magaloni finds 

that multi-party elections allow potential ruling party rivals to threaten with electoral splits, 

affording them peaceful instruments to challenge the dictator. Elections therefore give the ruling 

elite a peaceful avenue to challenge the dictator that is less costly than investing in the formation 

of a subversive coalition or rebelling.87 

Magaloni’s research centers the importance of institutions for commitment – a crucial 

factor for sustainable power sharing arrangements.88 In a similar vein, Myerson provides a game 

theoretic model demonstrating that, due to the need to safeguard against leaders’ denying debts to 

their supporters, the presence of some sort of institution in which supporters can collectively judge 

their treatment by the leader is beneficial to the leader’s durability.89 Wright and Escriba-Folch 

extend this argument to democratization; drawing on a dataset of authoritarian regimes in 108 

countries, they find that by increasing the credibility of their regimes to not renege on promises to 

forgo predation and permit policy concessions or redistribution in the future, authoritarian 

institutions (legislatures, in particular) can reduce the likelihood of democratization.90 Leveraging 

a case study of the Chinese Community Party, Gehlbach and Keefer similarly show that 
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institutionalization allows for credible commitment against investment expropriation, which can 

result in increased domestic private investment by designated groups in the country.91  

The question of commitment, however, is a double-edged sword. By examining the 

emergence of United Russia as a dominant party in Russia, Reuter and Remington show that the 

consolidation of a power-sharing institution (a party, in this case) involves pooling risk; the joint 

commitment to the instruction renders both the leader and the elite “hostages” to the institution’s 

fortunes.92 Boix and Svolik also note that, while successful power-sharing brings benefits to both 

sides, it only succeeds when it is backed by a credible threat of a rebellion by the leader’s allies.93 

They argue that institutions will be ineffective or break down when an imbalance of power within 

the ruling coalition undermines this threat’s credibility. 

 

Information Thesis  

Scholars working within the third approach to authoritarian institutions have also focused 

on how institutions can perform the important role of supplying information to the leader. In the 

absence of democratic institutions (particularly elections), gathering credible information is a 

significant issue in autocracies.94 Protests and free media can provide information, but are 

inherently difficult to control.95 Secret police and mass parties can aggregate information, but 
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present severe credibility problems and independent threats. Thus, a key aspect of the information 

thesis (related to power sharing above) is ensuring sufficient information about potential elite rivals 

and their strengths. Information is therefore crucial for mitigating suspicions among allies and 

facilitating power sharing.96 It is also crucial for the identification of strong potential challengers 

and thus the effective determent of coups.  

Several authors focusing on the information thesis have noted that electoral competition 

functions as an important source of information about the strength of potential contenders. Cox, 

for instance, notes that elections (when they are at least minimally credible) allow for the 

identification of “underpaid” – or “overpaid” – potential challengers and the credible 

communication of their increased power.97 At least semi-competitive elections allow for the 

identification of these relative strengths (and degrees of loyalty), facilitating what Blaydes calls 

“domestic political elite management” and the requisite distribution of rents and appointments.98 

Londregan and Vindigni similarly present a model in which a ruler uses elections to gather 

information about the strength of the opposition to render post-electoral bargaining more 

efficient.99 

Another key focus of the information thesis (related to co-option above) focused on the 

frequent struggle of authoritarian regimes to ascertain the level of citizen opposition: what 

Wintrobe calls the “Dictator’s Dilemma”.100 Miller, for instance, argues that elections allow 

citizens to signal dissatisfaction with the regime, enabling the leader to credibly ascertain citizen 
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opposition. Opposition at the ballot box communicates dissatisfaction with existing policy and 

local variation in voting can reveal threats from particular groups. These signals allow regimes to 

implement strategic policy concessions in the form of general public goods or appeals to specific 

groups, balancing the demands of citizens (in different locales) and the elite coalition to which it 

provides direct incentives.101  

The focus on information in authoritarian regimes has been particularly potent in 

scholarship focused on China. In addition to highlighting alternative methods of obtaining 

information, including regularized protests and complex bureaucratic systems of reporting,102 a 

significant emphasis has been placed on the consultative (and even deliberative)103 mechanisms of 

authoritarian rule that the Chinese Communist Party has put in place.104 A series of new input 

institutions have allowed for the increase in public voice on specific policy issues,105 even 

including efforts to conduct deliberative polls and participatory budgeting.106 While these 

institutions help foster a belief among citizens that their voices matter (thereby legitimizing the 
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party without undermining the extant system),107 several authors have shown that these institutions 

are also important for providing the regime with information.108  

 

2.3 The Limits of an Instrumental View of Authoritarian Institutions  

The instrumentalist approach to authoritarian institutions has viewed them as important 

pieces of authoritarian governance, taking seriously their roles in co-option, power sharing, and 

information provision. The approach has consequently drawn attention to the relevance of 

parliamentary functions and politics in these contexts. It therefore constitutes the most important 

contribution of the institutionalist turn for the purposes of examining authoritarian policy making 

and, thus, the present research.  

And yet, the instrumentalist approach has typically failed to delve into the inner workings 

of the institutions. In part a function of the difficulty of collecting data in authoritarian contexts, 

the key explanatory mechanisms remain: “at an abstract, general level, with little direct connection 

to actual legislative politics. And because of its reliance on crude measures of institutions – 

typically the presence or absence of a legislature – empirical strategies relied on cross-country 

comparisons that could not adjudicate among the many mechanisms proposed in this research 

agenda or credibly establish the direction of causality”.109 Still preoccupied with democratization, 

much of the scholarship focused on these core theories of authoritarian politics has tended to 

“assume away” the policy process.110 However, it is out of this instrumentalist approach that 
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scholars have started to pay closer attention to the internal operations of these institutions. Scholars 

interested in this agenda are contributing to a new current within the institutionalist turn (discussed 

in the next section), which is increasingly being referred to as the “authoritarian legislatures” 

literature.  

 

3. Authoritarian Legislatures 

This section provides an overview of the burgeoning authoritarian legislatures literature, 

which was pioneered by a handful of scholars who were involved in the broader institutional turn 

of comparative authoritarianism. The section shows that this new body of work has addressed 

some of the earlier assumptions of the institutional turn, taking seriously the internal dynamics of 

parliaments and emphasizing the importance not only of legislatures, but also the legislators 

therein.111 It argues that, even though the central focus of this authoritarian legislatures work is not 

policy-making, the contributors have provided perhaps the most important insights – and jumping-

off points – for understanding policy making in authoritarian regimes. However, it also highlights 

two key limitations that are present in the literature. Firstly, the literature only engages with 

legislatures, and therefore delves into neither the broader array of institutions engaged in 

authoritarian policy making, nor their relationship with – and impact on – the authoritarian 

legislatures. And secondly, the range of authoritarian regime types the literature has explored is 

limited, conspicuously excluding authoritarian monarchies.  

 

3.1 The Roots of the Literature  
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Given the centrality of the authoritarian legislatures literature for the present research, this 

section provides a detailed background of the emergence of the literature. The literature really only 

began to solidify in the latter half of the 2010s, but a few early steps were taken in its direction. 

Indeed, at the same time as the comparative authoritarian literature steered into the institutionalist 

turn, Desposato drew on the case of Brazilian authoritarianism between 1964 and 1985 to model 

the behaviour of authoritarian legislators.112 Examining why legislators might choose to oppose 

executive-supported legislation, he finds that legislators made career-oriented decisions to vote for 

or against the executive's proposals by considering both military and constituent pressures, with 

the weight of each determined by the legislator’s political security. Deputies with established 

political machines and electoral bases were hesitant to jeopardize their careers by voting against 

the military. Deputies with low security had little or nothing to lose and thus were more likely to 

rebel. He emphasizes the “durability of the electoral connection”; even under an authoritarian 

regime, facing threats of purges and loss of patronage resources, deputies of both parties voted 

against regime proposals.113 

Almost a decade later, Malesky and Schuler conducted similar research on legislator 

behaviour, testing the in-parliament implications of the co-option thesis through a delegate-level 

examination of the Vietnamese National Assembly.114 Their results correspond with the co-option 

thesis argument that elections allow leaders to identify the most popular local notables or potential 

opposition forces,115 and, once identified, placate these elites by giving them a controlled say over 
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policy-making through membership in a national parliament.116 They show that a wide range of 

voices from outside the regime and from diverse backgrounds and regions were allowed to win 

seats. They find that delegates more closely connected with the regime were far less likely to be 

active participants in sessions, while delegates who were nominated at the local level were more 

likely to participate actively in sessions, demonstrate criticism of authorities, and respond to the 

needs of local constituents. Delegate representativeness and assertiveness, however, was 

parameterized by regime rules for nominating, electing, and assigning parliamentary 

responsibilities to individual delegates, allowing the regime to create a majority of silent, 

“nodding” deputies to protect its interests. 

A few years later, Truex picked up some of these questions in his delegate-level 

examination of the distributional effects of the Chinese Congress.117 Speaking to arguments of 

both the co-option and power sharing literatures, he finds that, while deputies may not have 

extensive influence on policy, they can enjoy significant financial rewards. These rewards may be 

related to corruption or narrow self-interest, but they primarily stem from the “reputational boost” 

membership provides. Truex concludes his paper by questioning the extent to which China’s 

parliament is a “rubber stamp” (as it has often been identified): an issue he picks up in a subsequent 

2016 monograph. Once again drawing on a legislator-level analysis of China’s Congress, Truex 

builds on the themes discussed in Malesky and Schuler, examining the extent to which Chinese 

deputies represent their constituents’ grievances. He finds that the deputies were encouraged to 

represent their constituents, but that the Communist Party has engineered a system of 
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“representation within bounds”; deputies were able to represent their constituents’ demands in the 

Congress but only on non-sensitive issues.118  

Around the same time, Manion also addressed issues of distribution and representation in 

the Chinese parliament.119 Noting that the national Congress offers little in the way of 

representation, she focuses her analysis on township and country congresses as well as extra-

congressional mechanisms. Drawing on a mixed-method approach to examine these local-level 

institutions, she finds that the representation is “not commonly expressed in the quintessentially 

legislative activities familiar in other regime types”, but by parochial delegate activity to deliver 

targeted public goods (“pork”) to the constituency.120 This, in turn, requires delegate advocacy of 

local governments; the information provided in this advocacy – and the likelihood of upheavals it 

reveals – conditions the government response, both in terms of distribution and policy. Her 

findings therefore speak not only to co-option, but also to information arguments of new 

institutionalism.  

Still early in the development of the literature, Collord examined why, despite expectations 

to the contrary, executive-legislative tensions persisted after Uganda’s multiparty transition in 

2005.121 She argues that the tensions between the executive and the parliament (which was 

dominated by representatives of the ruling party) is a function of the fragmented distribution of 

power within the party and its consequent failure to cement as a cohesive party capable of imposing 
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legislative discipline. This weakness is tied to the fact that political organization and mobilization 

in Uganda is largely outside of the hands of the president, mediated instead through decentralized 

networks of patronage – which also comes to bear in elections and the need for candidates to self-

fund campaigns. She shows that the weakness of the party and factions therein field executive-

legislative tensions, with members staging “backbench rebellions” to highlight their sense of 

independence within the party.122 

Similarly focusing on how the capacity of institutional structures can enable opposition, 

Bonvecchi and Simison provided a key contribution in 2017.123 Drawing on the case of the 

Legislative Advisory Committee in Argentina between 1976 and 1983, they show that once 

legislatures are set up, they become costly for the leader, providing rules for agenda setting and 

decision-making. They also argue that the specific institutional design of legislatures will dictate 

their subsequent performance. Thus, while legislatures may facilitate power sharing and co-option, 

the extent to which they support such arrangements depends on how the system is initially 

constructed.  

Once legislative institutions are set and embedded in the power-sharing arrangements 

of authoritarian regimes, their ability to constrain the executive and provide a forum 

for policy and political bargaining depends on the same factors as in democratic 

regimes: the division of legislative power between the executive and the legislature; 

the design of the executive branch; and the distribution of agenda power. Just like in 

democracies, when the rules of authoritarian regimes divide legislative power by 
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granting legislatures the power to make legally-binding decisions, authoritarian 

executives cannot make decisions on their own.124 

Thus, while some authoritarian legislatures may be façades – or “notary” legislatures that 

typically approve whatever the executive sends – the institutional design of others provides them 

with a more substantive role in governance, as the case of Jordan will show.  

Of course, not only can the influence of legislatures very greatly from system to system, but 

so too can the influence of individual deputies within a given legislature. Through his examination 

of roll call votes in the Russian Duma, Krol finds that, even though deputies are embedded in 

hierarchical power structures, they can nonetheless play an active role in the process of deliberating 

and amending government-proposed legislation.125 And yet, while Krol shows that deputies are 

able to perform a legislative function (and that political parties constitute important “institutional 

vehicles” through which individual MPs obtain parliamentary support for their initiatives), he finds 

that most legislative influence rests with legislators of Russia’s most loyal regime-supporting 

party, United Russia.126  

 

3.2 Cementing the Literature  

With the earlier contributions eking out a crucial space for taking the role of legislatures – 

and their legislators – seriously, the literature really began to coalesce as a result of a special issue 

of Comparative Political Studies published in 2020 (but with advanced copies of the articles online 

in 2018). With an introduction by Gandhi, Noble, and Svolik, a conclusion by Williamson and 
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Magaloni,127 and contributions from Noble, Truex, Schuler, and Lü, Lui, and Li, the issue included 

many of the key scholars in the new institutionalist study of authoritarian regimes. This section 

provides an overview of the special issue, which has not only helped to establish the relevance of 

authoritarian legislatures and legislators in policy making, but also offered in-depth methods 

conducive to exploring these dynamics. It is therefore this issue which really constitutes the 

primary comparativist foundation for this thesis (with the public policy foundation outlined in 

Section 4).  

Within the special issue, Noble makes a crucial contribution about executive engagement 

in the legislature.128 Building from his 2017 piece that focused on within-Duma budget 

amendments,129 Noble draws on the cases of two bills passing into the Duma. He argues that 

amendments can emerge while bills are in the Duma because of the continuation – and resolution 

– of intra-executive policy-making processes that were not unresolved in the pre-legislative stage. 

He suggests that the limits of time, resources, inclusion, and expertise can prevent executive actors 

from monitoring “hostile” policy proposals from other executive actors. However, executive 

actors, he argues, can use different tactics once the consequent proposals are in front of the House 

to compensate for the commitment and monitoring problems during the cabinet decision-making 

phase. He correctly points out that this intra-executive argument has the added advantage of being 

able to reconcile the existence of Duma bill amendment with legislator subservience to the 

executive. 
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Lü, Lui, and Li make a similar argument.130 Drawing on data showing that legislators 

introduced and issued tens of thousands of bills and proposals in China’s National People’s 

Congress and the Chinese People’s Political Consultative Conference, they ask why delegates in 

a single-party authoritarian legislature engage in this level of legislative activity. Focusing on 

proposed education legislation, they show that legislators who advance competing policy 

proposals are connected through geographic location, party affiliation, and employment ties to the 

Ministry of Education. They consequently find that legislative coalitions act as extensions of 

competing bureaucratic coalitions. More broadly, legislative politics, they argue, is an extension 

of executive-bureaucratic politics. 

Also highlighting the important executive-legislative interconnections, Schuler looks at 

legislative debate within the Vietnamese National Assembly, investigating why deputies are 

publicly allowed – and even encouraged – to question government officials on “hot topics”.131 

Schuler shows that these challenging questions are usually directed at policy areas that the 

Vietnamese Communist Party has delegated to the state bureaucracy, and are usually initiated by 

full-time, incumbent delegates. Building on the bureaucratic oversight model of public debate,132 

he argues that the Party uses legislative debate as a tool for mobilizing public opinion against 

underperforming bureaucrats and deflect blame from the regime. 

In his contribution, Truex examines legislative deadlock in China’s National People’s 

Congress, highlighting the significant variation in the time required for a bill to pass through the 

Congress. He finds that only approximately two-thirds of all bills in the Congress are considered 
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during the session in which they are proposed, and more than 10 percent take more than 10 years 

to pass. He argues that this variation is a combination of two factors. Firstly, while the process 

may lack the veto players of democratic policy processes, policy making in authoritarian regimes 

involves conflicts among regime elite, and these conflicts can obstruct and delay legislation. 

Secondly, the passing of legislation allows the regime to demonstrate attentiveness and 

responsiveness to public grievances. If they do not respond efficiently, they risk the potential for 

unrest. Thus, even in an authoritarian context, public pressure can break legislative deadlock and 

decrease delay, but only if the regime fears that ignoring the issue could lead to costly unrest. 

Together, the contributions of the special issue firmly cemented that legislatures can indeed 

play an important role in formulating policy in authoritarian regimes.133 More importantly, the 

contributors recognize that much of the preceding work in the institutional turn overlooked policy.  

This is an issue that all of the contributors to the special issue highlight and has been emphasized 

forcefully in a recent article by Remington. He compares pension reform in Russia and China, 

highlighting the role of rival bureaucratic agencies in both system and showing that these 

competitions are more expansive in China because of its greater vertical decentralization.134  

 

3.3 The Limited Scope of Authoritarian Legislatures 

The handful of contributions in the nascent authoritarian legislatures literature constitute 

an effort to take authoritarian institutions seriously and understand their role in decision making. 

As its name suggests, however, the authoritarian legislatures literature has focused on the 

legislative bodies in these contexts. The contributions have provided significant insight on the role 
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of legislative actors as well as the role of exogenous (primarily executive)135 actors in legislative 

processes. But less attention has understandably been paid to non-legislative policy-making 

institutions, often meaning that, while the nuance is drawn out of the legislative processes, a 

number of assumptions remain about the black box of executive institutions. Significant work still 

needs to be done to provide a more fine-grained analysis of the gambit of institutions – and the 

actors therein – that contribute to authoritarian policy making.  

The authoritarian legislatures literature has also emerged in relative isolation from other 

important contributions to understanding authoritarian governance and policy making, particularly 

recent efforts to apply theories developed in liberal democracies to authoritarian contexts. The 

isolation from this literature is perhaps a function of a lack cohesion or central enterprise in the 

public policy literature engaging authoritarian contexts, with its contributors focused on explaining 

specific countries and regions of interest. Despite its fractured nature, however, this literature has 

helped to test the limits of policy-change theories developed in liberal democracies. And, perhaps 

more importantly for the purposes of this research, it provides insights on a number of dynamics 

that are outside the scope of the authoritarian legislatures literature. It therefore constitutes another 

key foundation for the proposed research. 

 

4. Extending Liberal Democratic Policy Models Beyond Liberal Democracies  

This section provides an overview of key contributions of public policy scholarship to 

understanding authoritarian policy making. It explains that the expansion of the public policy 

scholarship into authoritarian contexts (both hybrid and closed authoritarianisms) has primarily 
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occurred through the extension of three main policy-change theories: punctuated equilibrium, 

multiple streams, and the advocacy coalition framework. These contributions constitute the second 

fundamental foundation for this thesis, with application of these models in authoritarian contexts 

yielding important insights into inter-institutional relationships and power dynamics. The section 

then turns to the literature’s shortcomings, showing that the methods adopted are not as granular 

as those used in the authoritarian legislatures literature (and thus contribute less to our 

understanding of intra-institutional dynamics) – and, like the authoritarian legislatures writers, the 

public policy scholars have similarly failed to address authoritarian monarchies.  

Just as the institutionalist turn in the comparative authoritarian literature (and the 

subsequent emergence of the authoritarian legislatures literature) sought to introduce important 

correctives to the comparativist assumptions about policy making, public policy scholars have also 

responded to these assumptions. As a result, the public policy literature has increasingly engaged 

with authoritarian regimes. While the two bodies of work have largely advanced in isolation from 

each other, the public policy scholars frequently frame their analyses as constituting correctives to 

the lack of attention given to policy in the comparative politics literature, often using the more 

stylized models136 to frame their arguments (and a rationale for not engaging with their work). The 

comparative policy literature itself also has not developed cohesively. Unlike the comparative 

politics literature, which has been more interested in formal models and generalizable findings that 

can be used to compare regimes, the public policy literature has concentrated more on specific 

countries and regions, often extensively relying on research from the respective regions. They have 

been united, however, in their endeavours to extend a similar group of theories to authoritarian 
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contexts. In particular, they have drawn on three theories that seem to travel well beyond the 

contexts in which they were developed.  

 

4.1 Punctuated Equilibrium  

Some of these extensions have come from authors that pioneered the theories in liberal 

democracies. The most prominent example of this dynamic is punctuated equilibrium, which was 

originally proposed by Baumgartner and Jones as a theory of policy change in the United States in 

the early 1990s. The two authors (and their colleagues) have since extended it into authoritarian 

contexts offering a number of contributions that, in particular, underscore the importance of 

information for policy processes. They have demonstrated the ineffective policy outcomes that can 

result from the absence of strong communications channels. They therefore point to the same issue 

highlighted by scholars contributing to the neo-institutionalist information thesis. They, however, 

find that authoritarian institutions have limited capacity to address information asymmetries – even 

in China where scholars have produced significant research lauding the mechanisms for collecting 

information and facilitating public input.  

Baumgartner and Jones outlined an approach that relies on a model of policy sub-systems 

within which policy makers maintain consensus on the policy area, allowing continual incremental 

adjustments to policies to occur endogenously.137 Within each subsystem, there is a policy 

monopoly that is guided by a shared image of the policy, which is, understandably, easier to 

maintain in more technical policy areas. Within these subsystems, there is a bias for the status quo 

that prevents change. Large changes (punctuations) occur when a subsystem loses its monopoly 

over the policy image and other venues are provided with the opportunity to offer competing 
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images. As a result of this spillover, the parallel processing that characterizes incremental change 

within the sub-systems gives way to serial processing in high-profile, macro-political arenas.138 

Punctuated equilibrium thus describes a system “characterized by friction, where negative 

feedback forces are predominant, but occasionally give way to periods of rapid self-reinforcing 

change”.139  

While Baumgartner and Jones’ earlier account of punctuated equilibrium depicted the 

process quite deterministically, with spillover inevitably leading to punctures,140 more recent 

incarnations of the model argue that the loss of control of images does not guarantee that non-

incremental change will occur, it is only conceived as a pre-condition for such change.141 The 

potential for subsequent change can partially be explained by friction, which is conditioned by 

veto points,142 and timing,143 but, contingency also plays a large role.144  

Beyond refining the approach to keep up with the greater emphasis on contingency in the 

policy-change literature, Baumgartner and Jones (and their collaborators) have endeavoured to 

show that punctuated equilibrium could be expanded to a wide range of contexts. Reflecting the 
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United States-focused development of punctuated equilibrium (and the other main policy-change 

models), Baumgartner, Green-Pedersen, and Jones compiled a special issue for the Journal of 

European Public Policy in 2006 to explore the extent to which the model could be applied to policy 

change in Belgium, Canada, Denmark, France, Germany, the Netherlands, and the United 

Kingdom.145 This led to a number of studies comparing punctuated equilibrium across democracies 

and buttressed attempts to create a general theory of punctuations.146 Subsequent extension efforts 

pushed beyond democracies, testing the generalizability of the theory in non-democratic contexts.  

In 2014, Lam and Chan conducted the first test of punctuated equilibrium in a non-

democracy.147 In an examination of policy change in Hong Kong between 1946 and 2007, Lam 

and Chan find that non-democracies are characterized by greater friction and statis than 

democracies. Not only does the constitutional design of these regimes tend to centralize power at 

the highest level of government (which favours the status quo), but they also lack mechanisms for 

policy advocacy, interest representation, and conflict expansion. As a result, attention is only 

brought to policy problems when they become too big to ignore. Thus, the lack of democratic 

institutions, which are typically associated with friction, lowers responsiveness and contributes to 

more volatile shifts. The centralization, they find, consequently results in change being even more 

punctuated in authoritarian regimes.  

Lam and Chan’s finding led to a series of articles, both by scholars working on China and 

by Baumgartner and his colleagues. In a 2016 article looking at public policy in China, Chan and 
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Zhao look at the reasons for greater punctuation than in democracies, arriving at similar findings 

to Lam and Chan.148 They argue that opposition groups, which are typically seen as sources of 

friction in examinations of punctuation in democratic contexts, are also key sources of information 

and challengers of policy priorities. By marginalizing these groups, authoritarian institutions 

impair the identification of emerging issues – and responses thereto. At the same time, they note, 

the lack of opposition representation in these institutions allows decision-makers to depart 

significantly from extant policy when they finally identify a regime threat. Thus, the intensity of 

kurtosis in authoritarian regimes is a result of policy makers’ degree of exposure to information 

rather than institutional friction as in the case of liberal democracies. 

In a 2017 article, Baumgartner and his colleagues test punctuated equilibrium by looking 

at budgeting across Brazil, Turkey, Malta, and Russia before and after their transitions from or to 

democracy, thereby testing punctuated equilibrium in a variety of governing conditions.149 They 

examine the relative impacts of greater information availability in democracies and the lack of 

constraints on decision-makers in authoritarian regimes. Confirming the results of Lam and Chan 

(and Chan and Zhao), they find that lack of information is more important than lack of veto points, 

with democracies showing lower levels of kurtosis.150 In a subsequent 2019 article, Jones, Epp, 

and Baumgartner endeavour to summarize the factors that lead to greater punctuations across all 

regime types, noting the contributions of 1) friction, which is imposed by formal rules and informal 
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norms on the policy-making process, 2) centralization in policy-making, 3) lack of diversity in 

channels of information, and 4) the absence of incentives to address problems.151 

These contributions underscore the importance of information for policy processes, 

showing the ineffective policy outcomes that can result from the absence of strong 

communications channels. They therefore point to the same issue highlighted by scholars 

contributing to the neo-institutionalist information thesis. They, however, find that authoritarian 

institutions have limited capacity to address information asymmetries – even in China where 

scholars have produced significant research lauding the mechanisms for collecting information 

and facilitating public input.  

 

4.2 Multiple Streams 

Another key theory that has been drawn upon to understand policy making in authoritarian 

contexts is multiple streams. As with punctuated equilibrium, the application of multiple streams 

in authoritarian regimes has helped authors to highlight key characteristics of policy-making 

processes in these contexts. While punctuated equilibrium has drawn attention to institutional 

factors (similar in many ways to the new institutionalist work), multiple streams has focused on 

the engagement of actors that are often assumed to be absent in authoritarian contexts. The tools 

offered by the advocacy coalition framework also provide significant leverage for examining the 

engagement of diverse policy actors – which is perhaps why both theories have offered key 

contributions to the examination of the fractured authoritarianism present in China. 
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John Kingdon proposed the multiple streams model in 1984, basing it on a federal-level 

study of policy-making in the United States.152 Multiple streams does not have the parsimony of 

(at least early incarnations of) punctuated equilibrium, but instead embraces the complexity and 

contingency of the policy process.153 It suggests that agendas are set and policy alternatives are 

subsequently selected as a result of chance encounters between three streams: problems, solutions, 

and politics. These three streams largely develop independently of one another, and the key to 

understanding policy change, Kingdon argues, is examining how the streams merge at critical 

junctures. This occurs when a problem is recognized, a solution is available, the political climate 

is appropriate, and constraints do not prevent action. Such an eventuality constitutes a “policy 

window” – an opportunity during which policy entrepreneurs can play a crucial role in pushing 

specific issues onto the policy agenda.  

Unlike Baumgartner, Jones and their co-authors, Kingdon has made no attempt to apply 

the multiple streams model to other contexts. Some scholars have questioned whether the model 

can be applied in any other contexts – even other liberal democracies. Christopher Pollitt notes 

that “the further one travels from the US—and especially from the distinctive characteristics and 

procedures of the American legislature—the more Kingdon’s analysis may require adaptation”.154 

Others, however, have applied the model in a great number of liberal democracies,155 and later in 
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a wide range of political systems. In the latter contexts, adaptions have often been necessary, with 

authors tailoring the model to different contexts. These adaptations do not necessarily represent a 

weakness in the model; instead, it shows the flexibility of a model that has tried to embrace the 

complexity of policy, and it is the adaptations themselves that yield the most important findings 

for comparative work. For instance, in assessing findings within the Latin American policy 

literature that normative diffusion from the Global North is crucial in some policy areas,156 Kubal 

applies Kingdon’s general concept to examine public security reform in the electoral democracies 

of Chile and Argentina. She notes that the context of the United States “is obviously different from 

that of Latin America”, but that starting from Kingdon’s suggestions that agendas are set through 

any of the three streams, “one can evaluate the relative influence of transnational and domestic 

actors in each stream”.157  

Equally interesting approaches have been leveraged through the application of multiple 

streams in authoritarian contexts. Drawing on the case of China’s “Detention and Repatriation” 

policy, Zhu shows that the general concepts of multiple streams can be applied in the Chinese 

contexts, but that certain adaptions need to be made.158 In particular, he considers Kingdon’s 

argument that policy ideas are only selected when they are technically feasible (and value 

accepted). In the Chinese context, Zhu argues, technical feasibility may not be required, and 

infeasibility may, in fact, be an advantage, showing that third sector policy entrepreneurs may 

actually succeed by proposing policies to the government that are politically feasible but 
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technically infeasible in order to bring government attention to the issue. Bou Khater undertakes a 

similar exercise in Lebanon. While heavily relying on Kingdon’s model to examine the wage hike 

in Lebanon in 2012 (Decree No. 7246), she highlights several properties specific to Lebanese 

systems that result in a pervasiveness of the political stream. These factors include the sectarian 

system as well as the proxy politics of other countries that have immediate impacts on political 

alliances and, consequently, policy decisions. Contrastingly, in his examination of police reform 

in Russia, Taylor finds that the political stream was largely insignificant, albeit not irrelevant, to 

policy outcomes, instead playing a role in terms of “politics as theatre”.159 He consequently centres 

the solutions stream, noting that it proceeded within the confines of the executive branch and 

behind closed doors.  

In addition to the flexibility of the overall multiple streams models, many authors 

examining policy in authoritarian contexts have chosen not to adopt multiple streams wholesale, 

instead drawing upon Kingdon’s melange of innovative concepts, applying them in new ways in 

novel contexts. Sometimes this includes the general concept of dividing between different streams 

in the policy-making process, and even more often drawing on the ideas of policy windows and, 

in particular, policy entrepreneurs.160 Policy entrepreneurs, for Kingdon, are “advocates for 

proposals or for the prominence of an idea” who have the “willingness to invest their resources – 

time, energy, reputation, and sometimes money – in the hope of a future return”.161 While policy 

entrepreneurship has long been a focus of policy research and is a component in many policy 

theories (including punctuated equilibrium and the advocacy coalition framework), Kingdon was 
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a key force in popularizing the concept in American policy studies and is typically the author 

referenced for studies of entrepreneurs in non-democratic contexts.  

The focus on entrepreneurs has become central to research on the policy process in China, 

which is the authoritarian context with arguably the richest and longest history of policy studies. 

Since the late 1980s, this discussion had been dominated by the fragmented authoritarianism 

model, which views policy actors as boundedly rational actors operating within a structure of 

institutionalized constraints and fragmentation.162 In particular, the model suggests that policies 

made at the centre are subsequently influenced by the parochial goals of numerous vertical 

agencies and spatial regions charged with implementing and enforcing the policy.163 The model 

thus depicts policy-making as being subject to the incremental change of bureaucratic bargaining. 

Scholars drawing on the concept of entrepreneurs, however, highlighted missing actors in the 

equation. Drawing on Kingdon’s understanding of policy entrepreneurs, Mertha argues that 

“officials only peripherally connected to the policy in question, the media, non-governmental 

organizations and individual activists […] have successfully entered the political process precisely 

by adopting strategies necessary to work within the structural and procedural constraints of the 

fragmented authoritarianism framework”.164 

 

4.3 Advocacy Coalition Framework  

 
162 Kenneth Lieberthal and David Lampton, eds., Bureaucracy, Politics, and Decision Making in Post-
Mao China (University of California Press, 1992); and Kenneth Lieberthal and Michel Oksenberg, Policy 
Making in China: Leaders, Structures, and Processes (Princeton University Press, 1988). 
163 Andrew Mertha “‘Fragmented Authoritarianism 2.0’: Political Pluralization in the Chinese Policy 
Process,” The China Quarterly Vol. 200 (2009): 995-1012. 
164 Mertha “Fragmented Authoritarianism,” 196. Cf. Zhu, “Strategy of Chinese Policy Entrepreneurs in 
the Third Sector.” 



 

 

67 

The final theory that has been frequently extended into authoritarian contexts is the 

advocacy coalition framework. Like multiple streams, the framework has provided important 

insights into how non-regime actors can engage with decision-makers in authoritarian contexts 

and influence policy-making. In contrast, therefore, to punctuated equilibrium’s highlighting the 

centralization of policy making in authoritarian contexts, the advocacy coalition framework helps 

to identify decentralized actors in the systems. This is not to say that that the framework ignores 

institutions; instead, as with some of the new institutionalist work on authoritarianism, the 

framework showcases how those institutions can be utilized by different actors as access points 

for policy influence.  

The advocacy coalition framework emerged to explain policy change in liberal 

democracies. Building upon developments in the wider literature on policy learning,165 Sabatier 

pioneered the advocacy coalition framework in the late 1980s. Driven by an interest in the role 

technical information plays in policy processes,166 he and Jenkins-Smith brought together 

important insights from earlier accounts of public policy with the developing literature on the role 

of ideas.167 The framework is anchored by three foundations: a macro-level assumption that most 

policy-making occurs among specialists within a policy subsystem but that their behaviour is 

affected by factors in the broader political and socioeconomic system; a micro-level “model of the 
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individual” that is drawn heavily from social psychology; and a meso-level conviction that the best 

way to deal with the multiplicity of actors in a subsystem is to aggregate them into advocacy 

coalitions – an alliance of bodies holding the same ideas and interests with the purpose of arguing 

against other coalitions within a policy subsystem.  

The original version of the framework focused on two paths to policy change in a policy 

subsystem. The first path results from events or shocks exogenous to the subsystem. The second 

path to policy change is policy-oriented learning.168 Policy-oriented learning is defined as 

“relatively enduring alternations of thought or behavioral intentions that result from experience 

and/or new information and that are concerned with the attainment or revision of policy 

objectives”.169 Subsequent works on the advocacy coalition framework added two further paths to 

policy change: internal subsystem events, highlighting failures in current subsystem practices, and 

negotiated agreements involving two or more coalitions.170 

Like the other theories, the advocacy coalition framework was initially applied to 

developed countries with pluralistic politics in North America, subsequently being revised to also 

address corporatist characteristics of European countries.171 Like the other theories, it also then 

moved into more diverse democratic contexts in the global south, including Asia, Africa, and South 
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America.172 The framework, however, retained its pluralist assumptions,173 and the extent to which 

it can be applied in authoritarian contexts has been debated. For example, Ortmann finds that, 

despite some opening in Singapore, it is premature to apply the framework to the country.174 The 

framework, he suggests, requires liberal democratic context in which diverging actors are given 

enough space to compete with each other. However, in contexts like Singapore, one coalition may 

dominate most policy subfields, within individuals interested in changes to the subfield driven 

outside the policy-making process.175 

Other scholars, however, have found that the framework can be usefully applied to 

authoritarian contexts without excessive stretching. Similar to some of the applications of multiple 

streams (and particularly policy entrepreneurship) discussed above, Han, Swedlow, and Unger 

draw on the advocacy coalition framework to examine fragmented authoritarianism related to 

hydropower reform in China.176 They show that, while fragmented authoritarianism does not 

anticipate the influence of environmental interest groups or journalists or any policy situation in 

which these actors may prevail against regime interests, societal entities have entered China’s 

environmental policy-making realm, challenging a framework that sees Chinese public policy 

making as a top-down process dictated by state entities. However, while the authors see an 
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increased space for advocacy coalitions in Chinese policy, they acknowledge that their case also 

highlights that senior officials still wield a disproportionate degree of power in policy making and 

can influence coalition politics. 

Some scholars have even argued that the advocacy coalition framework is more applicable 

to authoritarian contexts than some of the framework’s pioneering authors suggest. Indeed, while 

some scholars working with ACF assume (like many working within comparative 

authoritarianism) that the authoritarian regime usually incorporates the dominant minority in the 

decision-making process, but other stakeholders are excluded,177 scholars conducting in-depth 

empirical work in authoritarian contexts have shown that is not necessarily the case. Wong, for 

instance, draws on the framework to examine the factors affecting policy change on municipal 

waste management policy in China.178 She finds that the public was able to exert an important 

influence on policy decisions through the organization of advocacy coalitions, which not only 

succeeded in obtaining policy concessions, but also in institutionalizing greater participatory 

mechanisms. Similar to the findings of Han and her colleagues, Wong notes that this was possible 

because of the decentralized and fragmented political structure of authoritarian China. 

Teets offers a similar contribution to understanding fragmented authoritarianism in China 

through the advocacy coalition framework, also pushing against the assumption that policy is 

dictated by elite interests or threats of protest.179 She zeroes in on civil society, showing how they 

create networks among policy officials to influence policy. Teets shows that, despite the fact that 

China has adopted draconian regulations to control the role of civil society by mandating 
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registration with a supervisory agency, CSOs leverage these regulations for their own influence. 

They use the supervisory agency as an access point to policy makers whom they otherwise could 

not reach, constructing mutual policy goals with officials embedded in the policy networks. She 

argues that they use this influence to reshape how policy makers understand policy problems and 

alternatives.  

 

4.4 Taking Stock of Recent Public Policy Contributions  

As with the comparative authoritarian literature (and particularly its authoritarian 

legislatures variant), the application of models developed for liberal democracies has demonstrated 

that there is a need to seriously consider policy institutions in authoritarian contexts, even if these 

institutions do not work exactly the same as in democratic contexts. Moreover, the literature has 

also highlighted that, in some authoritarian contexts, authoritarian leaders create meaningful entry 

points for engagement beyond the regime and its elite and, even if these access points are not 

intentionally created, diverse actors are sometimes able to organize and exert influence on policy 

making. Thus, the literature has helped highlight the importance of examining wider policy 

systems and networks in authoritarian contexts.  

However, while these authors have adopted deeper depths of field, this depth is typically 

used to focus on the more public aspect of policy, zeroing in on the different – often unpredictable 

– ways that non-regime actors are able to influence policy making. This focus, of course, reflects 

the preoccupation with these issues in the more pluralist contexts in which the policy-change 

theories were originally developed. Less attention, however, is paid to the nitty gritty of institutions 

– and executive institutions in particular.  
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5. The Missing Monarchies 

In addition to the gaps in the comparative authoritarian and public policy literatures 

discussed above, these bodies of work also have limited themselves to specific regime types, 

leaving other parts of the authoritarian spectrum unexplored. In particular, there has been very 

limited engagement with authoritarian monarchies. This section argues firstly that, if we want to 

understand authoritarian policy making, we need to take regime type seriously – just as we do 

when examining different types of democracies. It then provides an overview of the different kinds 

of authoritarian monarchies and approaches thereto. It suggests that it is useful to add a category 

of “middle monarchies”, showing that this category most closely reflects Linz’s original definition 

of “conventional” authoritarianism.180 And it is within this category that Jordan – and thus the 

research of this thesis – is situated.  

Although hybrid authoritarian sub-types were introduced in Section 2 consider here the 

impact of examining – and excluding – different sub-types of authoritarianism. These differences 

in regime type cannot be overlooked in our examinations of authoritarian policy making because, 

as Acemoglu and Robinson note, there are even more “stark differences” between different kinds 

of authoritarian regimes than there are between democracies.181 These differences yield variation 

in economic growth and investment,182 conflict behaviour,183 political survival,184 and prospects 

for democratization and democratic consolidation.185 And they may be particularly important for 
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studying policy making. In fact, Horowitz reminds us, even “small differences in the policy process 

can produce large differences in policy product and outcome”.186 It is consequently crucial to 

center the type of political regime in analyses of authoritarian policy making. 

The importance of regime type has been centered in much of the quantitative work on 

transitions and comparative authoritarianism, typically functioning as the key independent 

variable. However, in the more recent, more fine-grained qualitative analysis of particular 

authoritarian institutions and their policy processes, regime type has been decentered. This is 

similar in the comparative public policy literature that has extended into authoritarian contexts, 

which are typically regionally focused. In both these bodies of work, many of the contributions do 

not specify a specific kind of authoritarianism in their line of inquiry, implicitly indicating that 

their findings either apply only to the cases under empirical investigation – or to all cases of 

authoritarianism, or at least hybrid authoritarianism.  

 

5.1 Monarchical Variation 

Having noted the importance of regime variation in general, it is important to highlight that 

there are also many types of monarchies, ranging from absolutist to democratic. Because 

monarchies have often been neglected (or lumped into other categories) in studies of comparative 

authoritarianism, monarchical variation has not been specified to the same extent as some of the 

electoral regime types discussed in Section 2. Nevertheless, this section provides an overview of 

the different distinctions and approaches that have thus far been used to examine monarchies. This 

overview helps to clarify the context in which the present research was conducted and the benefit 
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of introducing the new category of “middle monarchies”. It thereby also clarifies the types of 

regimes to which the findings are most directly applicable.  

One helpful approach to taking stock of monarchical variation has been offered by Herb, 

who outlines different stages of monarchical evolution (but notes that monarchies do not 

necessarily proceed through the stages in a linear fashion).187 The first stage is absolutist 

monarchies (such as Saudi Arabia) where the system lacks both an elected parliament and a 

constitution (such as Jordan) that limits and delimits the power of the monarch. The second stage 

is constitutional monarchies where there is constitution (written or unwritten) that outlines a role 

for the monarch – which can be quite expansive or limited – as well as an electoral process. The 

third stage is parliamentarism (such as the United Kingdom) where the parliament appoints the 

prime minister and other ministers and the political powers of the monarch become nominal.  

Stepan, Linz, and Minoves also provide a three-category typology, differing slightly from 

Herb’s.188 The first category is ruling monarchies where the monarch can unilaterally form or 

terminate the government and is largely uninhibited by constitutional restraints, the parliament, or 

rule of law. The second category is constitutional monarchies where there is a “strong element of 

dual legitimacy” whereby the parliament and the monarch need each other’s support to form or 

terminate a government, the monarch is inhibited by constitutional restraints, and there is 

substantial but not complete rule of law. The third category is democratic parliamentary 

monarchies where only the freely elected parliament forms and terminates the government, all 

citizens, including the monarch, are bound by rule of law, and the monarch reigns but does not 

rule.  
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The categories of constitutional monarchies in these two taxonomies are slightly different, 

but both delimit an important space between absolutism and democracy. This is a very useful 

inclusion, but the naming convention may prove a bit confusing, as the category of constitutional 

monarchies is often used to include a wide range of monarchies that would include many of the 

Middle Eastern monarchies, such as Jordan and Morocco, but also democratic parliamentary 

monarchies, such as Belgium or Sweden. In other cases, the category is used only to refer to 

democratic monarchies.189 This approach is even reflected in some of the literature on the Middle 

East. Ben-Dor, for instance, distinguishes between the constitutional monarchies of Europe and 

the active monarchies in the Middle East.190 Noting that “the idea of constitutional monarchy has 

never grown deep roots in the Middle East. Where monarchs exist, they rule and dominate”.191 It 

may, therefore, be helpful to include the category of semi-constitutional monarchies: systems in 

which the powers and actions of the monarch are limited by the constitution, but the monarch 

remains an independent political actor with the capacity to exert significant political influence.192 

While some may consider this to still constitute a definition of democratic monarchy,193 it is also 

a useful category for considering a number of monarchies in the Middle East.   

A simpler distinction has also been made between democratic monarchies, including those 

of Europe and the Commonwealth (which are confusingly often referred to as constitutional 

monarchies), and monarchies where the monarch continues to hold significant power. The latter 

category has been defined as active monarchies, with authors noting that most (if not all) of these 
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monarchies reside in the Arab world.194 Given the concentration of active monarchies in the 

Middle East and North Africa, both Herb’s and Stepan and colleagues’ taxonomies were created 

with the region in mind. However, while their taxonomies account for both the historical cases of 

monarchies worldwide and the present Arab monarchies, others have explicitly focused on 

defining the characteristics of Middle Eastern monarchies. Halliday, for instance, notes that 

monarchies in the region are unique in their high incidence of reigning monarchs being replaced 

by other members of the ruling family and in the lack of “real constitutional evolution in the sense 

of effective limitation on the monarch’s power”.195  

Other scholars have used distinct characteristics of the Middle East monarchies to create a 

categorization focused solely on defining Middle Eastern monarchies. Some of these focus on 

inclusive definitions, similar to the overall category of active monarchies. For instance, Yom 

outlines ruling monarchies, a system in which a hereditary leader “commands the executive power 

to dictate the policymaking agenda and allocate political resources”.196 These systems are not 

constitutional kingships, he notes, because when elected parliaments and governing cabinets are 

in place in these contexts, they chiefly exist to implement laws and directives from above. As such, 

the monarchs, their security forces, and selectorates enjoy near-absolutist authority. He argues that 

this category includes Morocco, Jordan, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab 

Emirates, and Oman. 

Taking a similar approach, Lucas outlines a category of monarchical authoritarianism, 

which he suggests represents a sub-type of authoritarianism consisting of the Middle Eastern 
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monarchies.197 He suggests that this category has several key characteristics. The monarch is a 

personalist leader, but he also does not rule alone. Around the monarch is a regime coalition that 

may be diverse and include a fairly broad social base. In these systems, a degree of pluralism is 

also permitted and possibly encouraged within both the regime coalition and the opposition. On 

the public side, the people are usually demobilized or mobilized only along communal or 

patrimonial lines. These monarchies generally have constitutional confines in place, but the 

constitution also grants the monarch unchecked power. Crucially, the monarchs “thrive on the 

ambiguous nature of their source of sovereignty—the person of the monarch, divine right, or ‘the 

people’”.198 However, there are informal constraints on monarchical power stemming from social 

norms and protected spaces. Finally, the regime mentality (which he notes is “not quite an 

ideology”) may be based on anti-colonial leadership, religious credentials or traditional privilege.  

Other approaches to defining monarchies are less inclusive, focusing on specific sub-types 

of Middle Eastern monarchies. Many of these focused on explaining the differences between the 

monarchies that collapsed in the 1950s and 1960s, with, for example, Ben-Dor dividing between 

monarchies that could draw on tribal systems in their states, and Ayalon dividing between 

monarchies that adopted the trappings of “modern” European monarchies and those that followed 

older models devoid of the pretense of modernity.199 Halliday takes a similar approach, examining 

the origins of different monarchies and the consequent effects of their internal constitutions.200 

From this, he identifies several different types of Middle Eastern monarchies. He suggests that 
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Morocco and Oman are both sultanates that were transformed into modern states by colonial 

support. Jordan, by contrast, is a praetorian monarchy that Britain created out of nothing after 

World War One. Saudi Arabia, Halliday notes, is a military oligarchy that emerged out of tribal 

conquest, while the smaller Gulf monarchies constitute monarchical city states that emerged out 

of small towns as a result of colonial interference and oil. 

One of the key distinctions now employed, which falls under the category of monarchical 

authoritarianism, is Herb’s smaller classification of dynastic and non-dynastic monarchies.201 In 

dynastic monarchies, members of the ruling families control the highest offices of the state, 

including the premiership and key ministries. The engagement of the ruling families is not limited 

to this upper echelon of governance. They also have the engagement of members throughout lower 

positions in the bureaucracy, especially in key portfolios. They consequently have advanced 

mechanisms for the distribution of power and maintaining hegemony, even during succession 

periods. According to Herb, the dynastic monarchies in 1999 included Kuwait, Saudi Arabia, 

Bahrain, Qatar, the United Arab Emirates, and Oman. In non-dynastic monarchies by contrast, the 

monarch rules alone. These monarchies include Jordan and Morocco as well as several failed 

monarchies, such as Iraq, Iran, and Egypt.  

Under the overall category of monarchical authoritarianism, and particularly non-dynastic 

monarchies, can also be placed linchpin monarchies. In these regimes, the ruling families only 

participate in the political institutions of the monarchy and the military, but not the wider 

bureaucracy. The monarch maintains an arm’s length from politics, acting as a “neutral and 

arbitrary force in the society”202 while using the cabinet to “present the façade of commoner control 

 
201 Herb, The Wages of Oil Parliaments and Economic Development in Kuwait and the UAE. 
202 Watanabe Shun, “Dynamics of Linchpin Monarchical Rule: Jordan in the Neoliberal Era,” conference 
paper for annual conference of the Political Science Association, 2019, 4. 
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over politics”.203 This allows them to remain removed from tribal, religious, ethnic, and regional 

factionalism by acting as the linchpin of the political system, subsuming conflicting identities 

under the “monarch's benevolent patronage”.204 The monarch also encourages a degree of social 

pluralism, even mobilizing along vertical lines of participation in the state, allowing a greater 

degree of non-regime influence on policy than in dynastic monarchies.205 Jordan and Morocco 

serve as the prototypical linchpins in the region that are frequently referenced,206 but it also 

includes the collapsed monarchies of Egypt, Iraq, Libya, and Iran.  

Another very common distinction made among Middle East monarchies is their extent of 

rentierism, which maps on to the categories of dynastism, as all the dynastic monarchies are also 

oil-rich rentiers and they frequently provide support to important clients, including the key 

linchpins.207 Like dynasticism, rentierism has been central to explanations of monarchical 

durability in the Middle East.208 A rentier state is one characterized by an economy that is more 

dependent on external forms of revenue than domestic taxation. Its economy is state dominated, 

owing to the state’s control over income from natural resources, or rent, which in the Middle 

Eastern context is almost exclusively derived from oil. The state ensures both the continued 

profitability of its rents and their use for the provision of welfare to its citizens. As such, the holding 

of citizenship provides one with access to economic benefits, but in turn requires obedience to the 

 
203 Russell Lucas, Institutions and the Politics of Survival in Jordan: Domestic Responses to External 
Challenges, 1988–2001 (State University of New York Press, 2005), 144. 
204 Lucas, “Monarchical Authoritarianism,” 107. 
205 Lucas, Institutions and the Politics of Survival in Jordan, 147. 
206 Robert Springborg, “Arab Militaries,” in The Arab Uprisings Explained: New Contentious Politics in 
The Middle East, ed., Marc Lynch (Columbia University Press, 2014). 
207 André Bank, Thomas Richter, and Anna Sunik, “Durable, Yet Different: Monarchies in the Arab 
Spring,” Journal of Arabian Studies Vol. 4, No. 2 (2014): 163-79. 
208 Gregory Gause, Oil Monarchies: Domestic and Security Challenges in the Arab Gulf States (Council 
on Foreign Relations Press, 1994), 127; and Michael Ross, “Does Oil Hinder Democracy?” World 
Politics Vol. 53, No. 3 (2001) 325-61. 
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state without representation. It is possible to differentiate between different dynastic monarchies 

based on their per-capita rent incomes. In this way, Herb separates the extreme rentiers (Kuwait, 

the UAE, and Qatar) from the middling rentiers Saudi Arabia, Oman, and Bahrain.209 Rentierism 

also affects some linchpin monarchies in the region that lack petro resources.210 Jordan, for 

instance, is often described as having a semi-rentier or induced-rentier economy because it is 

dependent upon an external third party for rents in the form of aid.211 While the state exclusively 

controls the flow of rents in a pure rentier state, the donor also influences the ebb and flow of rent 

and the regime’s economic is left vulnerable to exogenous changes. Oman is sometimes considered 

to sit between a rentier and linchpin monarchies, constituting a “linchtier” monarchy because it 

fuses together the oil wealth of the rentier monarchies with the non-dynastic character of political 

decision-making in the linchpins.212 

 

5.2 Middle Monarchies  

From these different categorizations, it is helpful to delimit a category of monarchies that 

roughly approximates Linz’s original definition of “conventional” authoritarianism (the working 

definition of authoritarianism in this thesis) wherein there is “limited, non-responsible, political 

pluralism […] in which a leader […] exercises power within formally ill-defined limits but actually 

quite predictable ones”.213 This designation overlaps with some of the categories above (such as 

linchpin), but also cuts across some of them (such as dynastic and rentier). Within this category, 

 
209 Herb, The Wages of Oil Parliaments and Economic Development in Kuwait and the UAE. 
210 Giacomo Luciani, “Oil and Political Economy in International Relations of the Middle East,” in 
International Relations of the Middle East, second edition, ed., Louise Fawcett (Oxford University Press, 
2004). 
211 Rex Brynen, “Economic Crisis and Post-Rentier Democratization in the Arab World: The Case of 
Jordan,” Canadian Journal of Political Science Vol. XXV No. 1 (1992): 70. 
212 Bank, Richter, and Sunik, “Durable, Yet Different,” 
213 Linz, “An Authoritarian Regime,” 297. 
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important constitutional constraints would be in place that define and delimit the powers of the 

monarch. The regimes would also have a degree of political pluralism as well as legislative 

institutions that perform an important, albeit potentially tightly controlled, role in the governance 

process. There would also be a space for public input – and influence – on decision-making 

processes. Within this category, Jordan and Morocco are the most obvious inclusions. But, at the 

conceptual borders, Oman and Kuwait would also fit in this category. 

Within the hybrid authoritarian taxonomy, these in-between monarchies are roughly 

categorized as hegemonic electoral authoritarian regimes214 – a form of hybrid that is also 

understudied and one that could potentially be drawn on for the purposes of this research. 

However, while hegemonic electoral authoritarianism may constitute a fruitful categorization for 

comparing a number of political phenomena, the heterogeneity of systems included under electoral 

authoritarian regimes is too great for comparing public policy processes, in terms of the way 

regimes come to power, the rationales of their rule, with whom they share power, and the 

institutions they use for this power sharing. In monarchies, power is typically inherited rather than 

won, whereas most of the focus on hegemonic electoral authoritarian regimes has focused on 

regimes that have come to power through a coup, military takeover, or an election (even if these 

become hereditary as in Syria). Once in power, these dictators typically rule through and/or share 

power with their dominant party or the military apparatus. Monarchies, by contrast, do not rely on 

parties, politburos, or juntas, but on strong kin networks, ruling through consultative councils or 

courts or varying degrees of power. They may make power-sharing concessions via constitutions 

or legislatures, but typically these institutions are weak, with the real concessions being made 

instead to kin networks through their appointment to key networks or their receipt of state funds.  

 
214 Diamond, “Thinking About Hybrid Regimes.” 
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Moreover, it is also heuristically helpful to decenter elections from examinations of 

monarchies. Parsing between whether a country has a genuine but severely manipulated 

battleground in the struggle for power (competitive electoral authoritarian) or a “theatrical setting 

for the self-representation and self-reproduction of power” (hegemonic electoral authoritarian) 

may be very relevant in some contexts.215 A number of scholars, have for instance, highlighted the 

shift from the former to the latter in Putin’s Russia to demonstrate growing authoritarianism in the 

country. This distinction, however, is less relevant for monarchies, because elections are typically 

irrelevant to who holds executive office. Elections may be theatrical productions, but this is not 

because of electoral manipulation or a limited number of members being appointed, but because 

the main decision-maker in the country stands above elections and fills or appoints the executive 

offices. They are consequently not the same risky processes that they are for other authoritarian 

regimes, which can allow monarchies to liberalize with less threat to maintaining their monarchical 

position.216  

 

6. Research Question  

This thesis builds upon the burgeoning efforts to take authoritarian institutions – and the 

individuals working therein – seriously, but it seeks to broaden the scope beyond legislatures, 

providing a close-range examination of the entire policy-making process. It does this through an 

exploration of the under-studied context of authoritarian monarchies. It therefore explores how 

policies are made in authoritarian monarchies. The research asks how and to what extent the 

sensitivity of a policy issue in an authoritarian monarchy affects the actors involved in the process, 

 
215 Schedler, “Elections Without Democracy,” 47. 
216 Michael Herb, All in the Family: Absolutism, Revolution, and Democracy in the Middle Eastern 
Monarchies (State University of New York Press, 1999), 16. 
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the roles they play, and the degree to which technical knowledge and arguments (ideas) influence 

the setting of policy agendas and the determination of policy alternatives. To answer the central 

question, the research poses three sub-questions. It asks 1) what actors are involved in setting 

Jordan’s policy agenda, 2) what roles do these actors play in alternative specification once an issue 

is on the agenda, and 3) how and to what extent does the sensitivity of a policy issue affect the 

roles that these actors play and the influence that they wield in the policy process. Further 

explained in chapter 3, the level of sensitivity reflects the extent to which an issue has implications 

for the political status quo. 

The sub-questions were designed to allow the research to interrogate several assertions 

within the literature. The most fundamental of these is the extent to which the monarch and his 

selectorate is able to monopolize decision-making. The stylized depiction of policy making being 

controlled by the elite has been forcefully argued against, with comparative authoritarian 

scholarship highlighting the role of legislatures, and comparative policy research demonstrating a 

range of mechanisms that allow wider cross sections of society to influence authoritarian policy 

making. Less empirical investigations of this issue, however, have been conducted in authoritarian 

monarchies. The research will therefore help to understand these dynamics within an authoritarian 

monarchical context. The second assertion it seeks to address is the extent to which legislatures – 

and legislators – in authoritarian monarchies can play the same meaningful role that has been 

highlighted in other authoritarian contexts in the authoritarian legislatures literature. Thirdly, and 

relatedly, it addresses the finding in the authoritarian legislatures literature that executive 

competition plays out in authoritarian legislatures, examining the extent to which there are splits 

within a monarchical executive and competition therebetween spills out before the executive.  
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Indeed, by examining policies that span a range of sensitivities, this thesis finds that these 

assumptions only hold true in certain situations. In the Jordanian context, these situations involve 

only policies that could disrupt the political status quo. When dealing with these cases, the regime 

and its elite allies interfere extensively in the policy-making process. However, there are a host of 

other issues about which the regime has less interest and is consequently willing to allow the 

policy-making institutions to play their formal roles. The thesis therefore highlights the importance 

of critically assessing stylistic assumptions about authoritarian policy making.  

 

 

7. The Contribution of the Research  

This research builds upon the literature on comparative authoritarianism, and especially 

authoritarian legislatures, as well as the recent extension of comparative public policy into 

authoritarian contexts. It adds to the growing call to bring policy into studies of authoritarianism 

by addressing two gaps in the extant endeavours. Firstly, it addresses the lack of focus on policy 

making in monarchies – and in “middle” authoritarian monarchies, in particular. This will not only 

provide insight into policy making in these monarchical contexts, but also buttress the growing 

evidence base that confront still-prevalent assumptions about policy making in authoritarian 

contexts more broadly. Moreover, given that contemporary monarchies are predominantly located 

in the Middle East, it also hopes to address the severe lack of focus on policy making in the regional 

literature.  

Within its focus on policy in monarchical regimes, this research hopes secondly to address 

the lack of detailed focus on the executive role in policy making, highlighting that this is the central 

stage of policy making in monarchies. The research shares the conviction with the recent 
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comparative authoritarian literature that our understanding of authoritarian systems can be greatly 

enhanced through a fine-grained analysis of institutions and their actors, but it expands this 

analysis beyond the legislatures and their legislators. Rather than maintaining rational choice 

assumptions about the executive whilst building a nuanced picture of the legislative, it seeks to 

also open up the black box of the executive, not only examining the role of executive actors in the 

legislative process (as Noble and Lü, Lui, and Li have effectively done),217 but also closely 

examining the executive process itself, the interplay between different executive actors, and the 

influence of extra-executive actors therein. It traces policies from agenda setting through to the 

selection of policy alternatives are the ratification of the bills.  

The research also has significant policy relevance because, even though policy makers have 

become acutely aware of the difficulties of effecting bona fide policy change in authoritarian 

regimes (and the norm diffusion literature has made it clear that policy makers are more likely to 

commit to changes in form than function), there remains a lack of understanding of the actual 

policy processes in authoritarian regimes. This lack of understanding is particularly acute in 

authoritarian monarchies where it is often unclear where decisions are actually made in the most 

basic sense. The research will help policy makers to understand who are the relevant decision-

makers with whom they need to work, who are the actors outside of the sub-system that can exert 

influence, and how and to what extent these dynamics depend on the nature of the policy issue. In 

this sense, it will not only provide policy makers with a roadmap of the policy process, but also 

identify the policy areas where it would be most effective to devote resources.  

 

  

 
217 Noble, “Authoritarian Amendments”; and Lü, Liu, and Li, “Policy Coalition Building in an 
Authoritarian Legislature.” 
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Chapter 3: Methodology 
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1. Introduction  

 This chapter explicates the methodology that was used to investigate the research question 

laid out in the previous chapter. It starts by providing a rationale for selecting a qualitative 

approach, explaining that answering the research question required rich data about diverse actors 

working across difficult-to-access authoritarian institutions. Next, the chapter turns to case 

selection, noting that a within-case study was employed to examine how variation in the nature of 

a policy issue affects the policy-making process. It notes that Jordanian policy making was selected 

as the initial case (explained below) because it offered the greatest opportunity for the deep 

institutional access necessary to effectively investigate the research question. The chapter then 

explains that within Jordan, two cases (the 2015 Decentralization Law and the 2015 Municipalities 

Law) were selected because, while they are similar in many ways, their degree of sensitivity – the 

crux of the primary research question – is significantly different, allowing for a most-similar-

systems design to be employed.  

 The chapter then describes the data-collection and analysis methods. It notes that the 

research began with an extensive period of archival research, but explains that, due to both the 

opaque nature of authoritarian policy making as well as lack of public information in Jordan, the 

research relied primarily on interviews conducted with individuals directly involved in the policy-

making process. The data collected from these interviews and the archival sources was then coded 

and analysed through process tracing. This analytical approach was selected to create detailed 

narratives of the policy process that could be used to determine causality and thereby begin to 

forge together a model of policy making for an authoritarian monarchy.  

 The chapter concludes with thoughts on positionality of the researcher and the limitations 

of the research. It reflects on the consequences of the research being conducted by a white male 
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who has previously worked with governmental actors in Jordan. It considers the potential 

consequences of these dynamics on the data-collection process – and notes the measures taken, 

where possible, to address them. While my positionality presents one potential limitation to the 

research, others were also present as a result of the design. In particular, the chapter concludes by 

explaining that, given the small sample used in this exploratory investigation, the findings offer 

insights that can potentially be leveraged for explorations in other authoritarian contexts, but larger 

samples will be needed to understand how far the insights can actually travel.  

 

2. Qualitative Research 

This section outlines the rationale for employing a qualitative approach to the research. It 

explains that this thesis is situated within the recent current of methodological work in political 

science (and the social sciences more broadly) arguing that qualitative methods offer unique value 

for certain inquiries and contexts. This value is particularly manifest when exploring understudied 

phenomena – and deriving theoretical insights about these phenomena. Given the absence of extant 

research (or publicly available primary data) on policy making in authoritarian monarchies, it was 

beneficial to employ a close-range qualitative approach in this research; it allowed for the inductive 

identification of unforeseen variables – and it yielded the thick description necessary to understand 

causality and therefore theorize about policy-making processes in these contexts.  

Political science has long viewed qualitative research as a last-resort approach that should 

only be employed when quantitative methods are infeasible.218 The disciplinary preference for 

quantitative methods is reflected in much of the literature discussed in chapter 2, with some of 

 
218 Arend Lijphart, “Comparative Politics and the Comparative Method,” The American Political Science 
Review Vol. 65, No. 3 (1971): 682-93. 
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political science’s most prominent contributors drawing on formal theory and statistical data sets 

to understand transitions to democracy. This approach has yielded useful insights for 

understanding democratization (and, to a more limited extent, regime variation), but it has 

provided little insight into the inner institutional workings of these regimes, often encouraging the 

authors to make assumptions about the relevance – or lack thereof – of the dynamics of these 

institutions and their role in policy making. As scholars have begun to pay more attention to the 

inner workings of authoritarian institutions, new methods have consequently become necessary.  

Fortunately, political scientists have demonstrated a growing interest in qualitative 

methods since the 1990s.219 While building on an earlier generation of methodological scholarship 

on qualitative research, 220 these authors have challenged the underlying argument that qualitative 

methods were last-resort techniques. Casting off the belief that the main distinction between 

quantitative and qualitative was n-size (and the corollary assumption that bigger is better), this 

newer generation of scholars has focused on the unique benefits of qualitative approaches that 

render them more effective for researching certain kinds of questions – even within a purely 

positivist paradigm.221 To this end, these scholars have demonstrated that qualitative research 

 
219 Andrew Bennett and Colin Elman, “Complex Causal Relations and Case Study Methods: The Example 
of Path Dependence,” Political Analysis Vol. 14, No. 3 (2006): 250-67; Alexander George and Andrew 
Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences (MIT Press, 2005); John Gerring, 
Social Science Methodology: A Criterial Framework (Cambridge University Press, 2001); Gary Goertz, 
Social Science Concepts: A User’s Guide (Princeton University Press, 2006); Gerardo Munck, “Canons 
of Research Design in Qualitative Analysis,” Studies in Comparative International Development Vol. 33, 
No. 3 (2014): 18-45; Paul Pierson, Politics in Time: History, Institutions, and Social Analysis (Princeton 
University Press, 2004; and Charles Ragin, The Comparative Method: Moving beyond Qualitative and 
Quantitative Strategies (University of California Press, 1987). 
220 Lijphart, “Comparative Politics and the Comparative Method”; Adam Przeworski and Henry Teune, 
The Logic of Comparative Social Inquiry (John Wiley, 1970); Alexander George and Timothy McKeown, 
“Case Studies and Theories of Organizational Decision Making,” in Advances in Information Processing 
in Organizations, eds., Robert Coulam and Richard Smith (JAI Press, 1985); and Ragin, The Comparative 
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methods that involve in-depth examinations of one or a small number of cases are typically most 

valuable in contexts where quantitative methods are weakest.  

One area where qualitative methods offer clear advantages is the exploration of under-

studied phenomena, particularly complex ones. Qualitative methods can facilitate the exploration 

of complicated, difficult-to-measure variables (such as power or sensitivity), allowing for the 

detailed consideration of a wide range of contextual factors. This can allow, as Della Porta notes, 

for investigations to move beyond descriptive statistical measures, offering a more refined 

understanding of how different aspects of phenomena fit together.222 Qualitative research therefore 

constitutes a useful means of laying a foundation for subsequent quantitative work. Indeed, in the 

absence of this qualitative precursor, there is greater potential for problematic categorizations and 

conceptual stretching in quantitative studies. This risk is reflected in the discussion of authoritarian 

regime classifications in chapter 2. Folding in authoritarian monarchies with other forms of 

hegemonic electoral authoritarian regimes may be sufficient for answering certain research 

questions, but the categorization has resulted in the lumping together of cases that are dissimilar 

in a number of important ways for other areas of investigation – including policy making.  

The potential for qualitative research to act as a beneficial precursor for quantitative work 

when examining new phenomena is tied to its crucial role in theory building and, in particular, the 

identification of novel variables and hypotheses. Qualitative methods allow for the necessary 

“soaking and poking” to investigate new phenomena or contexts in which – or about which – there 

is a lack of empirical evidence, enabling, what Collier calls, “extracting new ideas at close 

 
222 Donatella della Porta, “Comparative Analysis: Case-Oriented Versus Variable-Oriented Research,” in 
Approaches and Methodologies in the Social Sciences: A Pluralist Perspective, eds., Donatella della Porta 
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range”.223 This process is more difficult in quantitative research. As George and Bennett note, 

“[u]nless statistical researchers do their own archival work, interviews, or face-to-face surveys 

with open-ended questions in order to measure the values of the variables in their model, they have 

no unproblematic inductive means” of accomplishing this soaking and poking.224 Thus, the value 

of qualitative methods is especially manifest in the investigation of understudied phenomena and 

contexts.  

This value is clear in the burgeoning work on authoritarian legislatures and policy making 

(discussed in chapter 2), which involves the examination of institutions about which there is a lack 

of empirical knowledge and a dearth of extant datasets. It has consequently required moving 

outside of singular and overarching theoretical programs into contexts and concepts about which 

there is an absence of well-developed and readily testable hypotheses.225 To address these 

challenges, scholars have moved away from the quantitative methods that characterized much of 

the early comparative authoritarian work, drawing extensively on small-n, mostly single-case 

studies, to provide rich empirical foundations and novel theoretical contributions that can be 

further tested and drawn upon for comparative inquiry. Pointing to the fact that much of the earlier 

comparative authoritarian work was “formulated at an abstract, general level, with little direct 

connection to actual legislative politics” and “could not adjudicate among the many mechanisms 

[…] or credibly establish the direction of causality”, this newer work has adopted closer range 

methods.226 These authors have begun to focus on what legislators actually do, examining, for 

 
223 David Collier, “Data, Field Work, and Extracting New Ideas at Close Range,” APSA-CP: Newsletter of 
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226 Jennifer Gandhi, Ben Noble, and Milan Svolik, “Legislatures and Legislative Politics Without 
Democracy,” Comparative Political Studies (Vol. 53, No. 9): 1376. 
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instance, the time between bill proposal and approval, or actions taken during legislative query 

sessions.227 

This research builds upon the close-range analysis of the authoritarian legislatures research. 

However, in addition to expanding the scope of analysis beyond the legislature, this research also 

decreases the depth of field further, engaging in an even more fine-grained exploration than the 

authoritarian legislatures scholarship. Rather than examining, for example, the aggregates of 

proposed bill amendments,228 calculations of time duration between proposals and approvals,229 or 

compiling data from query sessions,230 this research draws on a within-case comparison in order 

to closely follow two policies from their rise onto the agenda until their approval. It uses process 

tracing to track their developments and thereby provide thick narrative description. This 

description is then used to draw causal inference upon which to build theories of policy making in 

authoritarian monarchies. It could also be leveraged for future research in Jordan regarding both 

policy making and local governance.  

 

3. Casing   

 This section begins with an introduction to within-case studies and a rationale for the use 

of a within-case study for this research. Within-case studies are commonly used to provide 

descriptive contextualization, apply existing theory to a new context, or generate new theory. This 

thesis, this section explains, draws on a within-case study to provide thick descriptive 

 
227 See Comparative Political Studies Special Issue: Authoritarian Legislatures (Vol. 53, No. 9). 
228 Ben Noble, “Authoritarian Amendments: Legislative Institutions as Intraexecutive Constraints in Post- 
Soviet Russia,” Comparative Political Studies Vol. 53, No. 9 (2020)” 1417-54. 
229 Rory Truex, “Authoritarian Gridlock? Understanding Delay in the Chinese Legislative System,” 
Comparative Political Studies Vol. 53, No. 9 (2020): 1455-1492. 
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Legislatures,” Comparative Political Studies Vol. 53, No. 9 (2020): 1493–524. 
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contextualization and leverage that description to generate new theoretical insights about policy 

making in authoritarian monarchies. The section then turns to case selection, explaining that the 

2015 Decentralization Law and the 2015 Municipalities Law were selected because they allow for 

a most-similar systems design that pivots around the cases’ differing levels of sensitivity within 

the overall, initial case of Jordanian policy making.  

 

3.1 Within-Case Study  

One commonly used definition of a case describes it as a “phenomenon for which we report 

and interpret only a single measure on any pertinent variable”.231 This definition could lead to 

assertions that case studies provide no basis for evaluating competing explanations of a case. 

However, this research, like much qualitative research, rejects this definition. Instead, following 

George and Bennett, a case is here defined as an instance of a class of events. A class of events, in 

turn, denotes a phenomenon of scientific interest – in this context, policy making in authoritarian 

monarchies – that the investigator “chooses to study with the aim of developing theory (or ‘generic 

knowledge’) regarding the causes of similarities or differences among instances (cases) of that 

class of events”.232 Crucially, a case is not a priori empirically and spatially delimited; it is not out 

there waiting to be studied. Instead, it is the product of researcher’s conceptualization of – and 

 
231 Harry Eckstein, “Case Study and Theory in Political Science,” in Case Study Method: Key Issues, Key 
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theoretical choices about – the phenomenon under investigation.233 As such, a process of casing 

takes place in order to delimit the instances of the overall phenomenon being researched.234 

This thesis draws on a within-case study. This term may seem conceptually confusing if a 

case denotes a single instance of a class of events. And this confusion may only be exacerbated by 

the fact that within-case studies are sometimes referred to as “single-case studies”; both of these 

terms could suggest that the research is limited to the investigation of a single instance of a class 

of events – that is, it is n-1. However, as Collier notes, “[t]he key idea here is that the point of 

departure is a single case, when viewed from the perspective of a wider comparative analysis 

focused on a larger N”, but within-case analysis can (and should) become multi-case analysis if 

“different facets of the initial ‘case’ are analyzed”.235 In this sense, the “initial case” for this study 

is policy making in Jordan, but the actual casing takes place at the level of specific instances of 

Jordanian policy-making processes, the meaning of which is outlined below. 

Within-case studies are often used for three purposes: providing descriptive 

contextualization, applying existing theory to new contexts, or examining exceptions to the rule 

and thereby generating new theory.236 The first of these purposes is crucial for this research, as no 

in-depth study has been conducted of policy making in an authoritarian monarchy, and there is 

consequently an absence of rich description about these processes. A within-case study is therefore 

employed to allow for the collection of the requisite fine-grained empirical data to conduct a 
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detailed analysis of Jordanian policy-making processes. Within-case studies, as Collier notes, 

contribute to the move “to historicize the social sciences”,237 and this thesis takes this 

historicization seriously, carefully considering historiographical contributions to the use of sources 

and traces for the investigative piecing together of narratives. This research, however, seeks to 

move beyond the descriptive contextualization to the other key uses of within-case study. It 

therefore uses the thick description of historical processes to act as a base for theoretical insights 

on policy making in monarchical authoritarian regimes.  

The application of existing theory regarding authoritarian policy making to authoritarian 

monarchies would constitute a fruitful way of examining public-policy processes in a new context, 

but this approach would require the existence of strong theoretical insights developed in other 

authoritarian contexts. Given the infancy of the authoritarian policy-making literature, there is 

insufficient specification to allow for the testing of hypotheses developed in other contexts. Thus 

far, the research conducted in other contexts provides only general findings that we can use to 

establish underlying assumptions for a more inductive investigation. In this vein, the literature has 

generally demonstrated that policy is not simply made by selectorate preferences but is instead the 

result of complex relations between diverse actors. It also suggests that differences in policy 

sensitivity will yield differences in the process within a single context. These findings have thus 

informed the exploratory questions being asked in this research, which are designed to yield novel 

theoretical insights.  

Thus, in addition to providing descriptive contextualization, the research draws on a 

within-case study to generate new theoretical insights. The theoretical leverage of within-case 

analysis stems from the ability of the researcher to test assumptions and hypotheses against 

 
237 David Collier, “The Comparative Method: Two Decades of Change,” in Political Science: The State of 
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multiple contextual features, thereby identifying intervening causal processes between 

independent and dependent variables – and previously unknown variables.238 They obviate the 

need for a high level of abstraction, offering a strong link between the data and theory – and strong 

internal validity. While inferences in quantitative studies depend primarily on cross-case analysis, 

qualitative research primarily derives inference from the examination of within-case processes. 

Even when the study is increased to three or four cases, the “heavy lifting for hypothesis testing” 

continues to be performed at the within-case level. The “causal-process observations” upon which 

this within-case heavy lifting typically depends is most commonly derived through process tracing, 

which is drawn on for the analysis of this research – and is discussed below.239 

Given the difficulties of collecting primary data in an authoritarian context and the labour-

intensive process of collecting sufficient data to form unbroken narrative and causal chains 

throughout the policy processes, a within case study was seen as a superlative method for the 

inductive exploration of an under-studied process in an unstudied context. While the research is 

framed around a primary independent variable that is predicated upon the initial findings of 

research in other authoritarian contexts, the within-case study allowed for – and, indeed, 

encouraged, the identification and incorporation of new variables that could explain variations, or 

the absence thereof, in the policy process. Together with the method’s proclivity toward the 

provision of rich narrative and contextual nuance, it allowed for the identification of key causal 

relationships within the policy process. 

 

3.2 Initial Case Selection 
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The Jordanian policy process has been selected as the initial case for this research based 

primarily on data-collection considerations. Data collection is difficult in all authoritarian contexts 

because, as Gandhi and her colleagues note, “[o]ne of the central features of authoritarian regimes 

is the secrecy that typically surrounds their politics”.240 It is not unusual for important policy-

making institutions to neither keep records nor share information with other governance 

institutions – and especially with the public. There is, moreover, typically an absence of non-

governmental organizations that can provide this kind of information. Relatedly, officials are 

usually resistant to providing information – or even talking – to researchers, particularly outsiders. 

Instead, researchers are usually met with significant suspicion.  

While there is a dearth of available primary data related to policy processes in Jordan, it 

presents two advantages for engaging with officials. Firstly, Jordanian officials are more willing 

to speak with researchers than in other authoritarian monarchies. Many local officials, such as 

mayors, have an open-door policy that primarily serves constituents, but these officials are usually 

happy to receive researchers and participate in interviews, especially if they are not recorded. 

Meetings with senior officials in the central government typically require more formal invitations, 

but they can easily be facilitated (especially by other high-level officials). Secondly, I have 

personally spent almost a decade building up a network of contacts in Jordan, ranging from 

grassroots politicians to ministerial-level officials. These extant networks are crucial for ensuring 

access to the wide range of policy officials whom it is necessary to interview to holistically 

understand the diverse actors involved in policy making in an authoritarian context.  

 

3.3 Case Selection  

 
240 Gandhi, Noble, and Svolik, “Legislatures and Legislative Politics Without Democracy,” 1366. 



 

 

98 

As noted above, the initial case for this study is policy making in Jordan, but the actual 

casing takes place at the level of specific instances of policy making in Jordan. A process of casing 

is necessary because cases, as noted above, are not out in the world waiting to be studied. Instead, 

they need, as Ragin highlights, to be defined, delimited, and described.241 In this sense, the small 

cross section of reality that is being described is subject to the critical and theoretical choices (and 

assumptions) of the research that may be different from its common knowledge form. A key 

concern when examining policy-making processes is identifying when they start and end. If one 

hopes to trace a policy’s start by hunting for the origin of the idea or initiative, this could lead, as 

Kingdon notes, to an infinite regress, as each idea has a long genealogy and there is no logical 

place to stop the process.242 Given the futility of attempting to identify an origin, the starting point 

for the cases drawn upon in this research will be their entry onto the policy agenda, which usually 

is triggered by the King’s instructions to the government. On the other side, the end of the cases 

will be marked by their ratification and entry into the official gazette. While rich information could 

be gained by also examining the enactment of the laws, the focus of this research is the decisions 

leading to the passing of the law.  

The selection of cases is informed by the underlying hypothesis that the sensitivity of 

policy issues affects the process through which they come into law. The research thus seeks to 

examine the differences between policies of different levels of sensitivity. Crucial in the selection 

of policies for study, therefore, is the definition of sensitivity. While sensitivity could be 

approached in a number of ways, this research follows the broad definition of Truex. In his 

examination of “representation within bounds” in the Chinese legislature, he defines sensitive 
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issues as ones where the “interests of the regime and the people directly conflict”, while non-

sensitive issues concern largely non-political issues where the regime has “weak or no 

preferences”.243 His approach is generally reflected in this research, but it can be specified for the 

Jordanian context to identify where the regime has clear preferences – or not.  

Since the installation of Hashemite rule in Jordan (as is discussed in more depth in the next 

chapter), the monarchy’s rule has depended on a delicate balancing act. Fundamental to this (often 

tenuous) balancing act – and, thus, to the rules of the policy game – is, firstly, the preservation of 

the patron-client system that underwrites the powerful East Bank Jordanian tribes’ monarchical 

support. This system is as old as the Hashemite legacy, as patron-client compromises that were 

used to draw the disparate sedentary and, more crucially, nomadic tribes in the British Mandate of 

Transjordan.244 These relationships were subsequently built into the governance institutions of the 

state, which serve as a key means of protecting this patronage. When governance reforms are 

undertaken – either as a result of domestic or international pressure on the state – that are limited 

to shallow changes that serve to maintain the system through a process of “authoritarian 

upgrading”.245 

This upgrading has allowed the broad strokes of the Mandate-era patrimonial dynamics to 

remain in place, but they have since grown more complex in a number of respects. Firstly, they 

have taken on an ethno-nationalist component.246 Secondly, as Jordan has increasingly adopted – 

at least in form – democratic institutions, the maintenance of the patron-client relationships was 
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built into these new structures.247 And thirdly, there has been a growing divorce between the 

interests of tribal elites and the populations they once represented, with many Jordanians seeing 

the patron-clientelism as a form of corruption rather than for the good of the community. As a 

result, the clientelist system has grown increasingly precarious, particularly since the launch of 

neoliberal reforms in the early 1990s,248 but it has nonetheless remained a key contract holding the 

socio-political system together. Indeed, the system’s preservation remains vital to the state’s 

balancing act and, ultimately, its stability. Policies that could disrupt the mechanisms of this system 

(particularly to the advantage of Palestinian-Jordanians) are therefore highly sensitive, challenging 

the privileges of an “ossified layer of elites seeking to protect their own interests”.249 

In order to examine the impact of sensitivity in the Jordanian context, the research needed 

to examine a policy that challenged the clientelist system and one that did not. This combination 

of cases would allow for a comparison of any differences in their processes. Ideally, this would be 

accomplished by controlling to the greatest extent possible for other variables that could impact 

the processes. Thus, reflecting a most-similar-systems design, two policies were selected for which 

as many independent variables could be held constant as possible, whilst their degree of sensitivity 

was significantly different.250 To this end, the two cases were selected from within a single policy 

issue area.  

Jordanians in the government, legislature, and civil society frequently differentiate between 

three different issue areas: political reform issues (such as elections), economic reforms (such as 
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taxation), and social reforms and human rights (such as women’s rights). These groupings are 

larger than the more commonly identified policy subsystems in other contexts, and they likely also 

do not map onto epistemic communities or policy networks. However, they were more useful for 

the purposes of the research than these theoretical concepts for two reasons. Firstly, it was not 

possible a priori to identify the contours or boundaries of policy subsystems of epistemic 

community in Jordan – or even identify their existence. By contrast, policy makers in Jordan have 

a clear normative conception of which policies fall into which category. Secondly, and more 

importantly, in exploring differences in policy processes, it was likely that variation in the engaged 

subsystems, communities, and networks would be observed.  

It would have been ideal to observe multiple processes within each of these issue areas, but 

this is simply beyond the capacities of this research(er). As such, a single issue area was selected. 

The political reform area was chosen because it is typically understood to be the most sensitive, 

with the greatest implications for changing the clientelist status quo. As such, a highly sensitive 

policy within this issue area would be among the most sensitive across all policy issues. Moreover, 

even within the sensitive realm of political reform, it would not be as difficult to find a less 

sensitive policy, because technical (and thus, less sensitive) bills are passed in all of the issue areas. 

An initial wave of interviews was undertaken at the start of the fieldwork to identify which policies 

would best fit these requirements. These interviews were primarily conducted with members of 

the House of Deputies. These deputies were chosen because they speak candidly about issues 

sensitivity and have a good feel for the degree of a policy’s sensitivity because they receive 

instructions dependent thereupon from the government when a bill comes before the House.  

During these initial interviews, the 2015 Decentralization Law was identified as one of the 

most sensitive and fiercely fought over bills on political reform in recent years. The 2016 Elections 
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Law was also frequently mentioned; however, even though elections are a contentious issue in 

Jordan and could have severe implications for Jordan’s clientelist status quo, Jordan’s electoral 

legislation has been amended many times without seriously undermining the political system. 

There were consequently fewer risks to the status quo than with decentralization. Legislation for 

decentralization has moved on and off Jordan’s policy agenda since 2005 when King Abdullah II 

first indicated his support for the process. Over the next decade, a series of attempts were made to 

introduce legislation to take the process forward, focusing on decentralization at either a regional 

level (dividing Jordan into three regions) or at a governorate level (reflecting the extant 12 

governorates). Each attempt was blocked by regime elites out of concerns that a new level of 

governance could fundamentally change the political status quo by affecting the national-level 

control of power and resources, disrupt extant patron-client relationships, and lead to the inclusion 

of different territories that could challenge the integrity of the state and change the Kingdom’s 

demographic composition – most concerningly the balance between East Bank Jordanians and 

Palestinian-Jordanians. The process leading to the passing of the 2015 Decentralization Law 

consequently faced similar concerns.  

The Decentralization Law also presented a unique analytic opportunity because it could be 

compared with the 2015 Municipalities Law. The Municipalities Law and the Decentralization 

Law dealt with almost identical substantive issues of subnational governance, except the former 

pertained to municipal-level and local-level (sub-municipal) governance and the latter focused on 

governorate-level (provincial) governance. As such, they both generally concern the same political 

stakeholders – although exactly which actors were involved in the process would need to be 

investigated in the process. Beyond simply sharing substantive similarities, however, the two laws 

were dealt with as tandem pieces of legislation. They were proposed at the same time, drafted by 



 

 

103 

the government alongside each other, and passed through the legislative bodies in tandem, and 

were ratified within weeks of each other (and thus under the same government, parliament, and 

Senate).  

The two laws therefore represented ideal cases for employing a most similar systems 

design; despite their substantive and temporal similarities, their degree of sensitivity was highly 

different. The Municipalities Law was much less contentious. Municipal governments already 

existed and were regulated by existing legislation on municipalities that had been amended 

numerous times since the founding of the Kingdom. There were, therefore, fewer unknown 

quantities than in the decentralization process and a better understanding of the consequences of 

any potential changes to the existing municipal legislation. There were consequently fewer 

concerns that a new law would significantly disrupt the extant distribution of power – or 

mechanisms for the distribution of that power. The law could also not be construed as having any 

implications for Jordan’s borders or demography. It therefore addressed subnational public 

administration arrangements but without the political implications of decentralization. It 

consequently represented a serendipitous opportunity for a comparison with the highly sensitive 

Decentralization Law.  

 

4. Data Collection  

This section provides an overview of the data-collection methods employed for the 

research. It explains that answering the research question required exploring an entire policy 

environment and knowledge therefore needed to be gathered about a wide range of events from 

and a wide range of actors within the Jordanian political sphere. Moreover, to employ process 

tracing to analyze the resulting data (discussed in the next section), sufficiently detailed 
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information needed to be collected to forge together unbroken causal pathways. As such, the 

section notes, extensive interviews with six categories of interviewees were used to collect in-

depth insight about the two draft laws. These interviews were informed – and augmented – by 

archival research, which drew not only on public information about the policy issues, but also 

written minutes from the salient legislative session, videos from the legislative sessions, and some 

personal documents from engaged stakeholders.  

The data collection began with archival research to begin to piece together an initial 

narrative account of the processes leading to the passing of the Decentralization Law and 

Municipalities Law. This involved examining extant sources pertaining to the processes through 

which the two policies entered the policy agenda, alternatives were considered, and the bills were 

passed. The sources included English and Arabic newspapers, press releases, government 

documents, donor publications, and documents of local and international development 

organisations. Some of these sources were publicly available, but, because of limits of digitization 

and transparency, others needed to be officially requested from the Jordanian government and 

collected in physical form. Crucial here was an official request for the minutes from the 

parliamentary sessions concerning the Decentralization and Municipalities Laws. The request was 

granted and the analysis subsequently benefitted from written notes from the sessions concerning 

the laws. Some documents from international actors also needed to be requested – and often 

unofficially supplied.  

Once the initial batch of archival resources was collected, they were grouped by theme and 

then organized chronologically to form a working timeline of events. Given the limits of these 

sources in an authoritarian context, the collected information provided only scarce steppingstones 

to begin to piece together a narrative; however, they were invaluable for identifying key 
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individuals for interviews. The collected information augmented my (limited) existing 

understanding of the actors involved in the process from my previous work; during the time that 

Jordan’s executive and legislative bodies were drafting the two bills in 2014 and 2015, I was 

working for a local think tank engaged with decentralization issues. 

The archival research occurred primarily at the start of the fieldwork before the intensive 

interviewing began, but it continued throughout the duration of the fieldwork, focusing later on 

non-open-source information. Crucial here was locating videos for the parliamentary sessions, 

which were supplied from the personal archive of the owner of Jordan Days, which held – what I 

understand to be – the exclusive license for video recording parliamentary sessions in 2015. 

Moreover, during interviews, a number of individuals who were central to the policy-making 

processes shared some of their personal papers with me. This included their notes on drafts, some 

personal communications between government officials, and drafts of the laws that were not 

disseminated beyond their specific governance institution.  

Given the lack of government transparency and the consequent dearth of publicly available 

records in Jordan (and other non-democracies),251 the archival sources needed to be heavily 

augmented with other data. As such, once a general timeline of events was outlined and the main 

figures for interviews were identified, a process of extensive interviewing began. In total, I 

interviewed more than 100 individuals between August 2019 and March 2021. The interviews 

were primarily conducted in person in Jordan; however, some interviews with staff of international 

organizations who had changed posts since 2015 were conducted via phone as well as in person in 

Beirut and London. In Jordan, the majority of interviews were conducted in Amman, but I also 

conducted some outside of the capital, including in the governorates of Zarqa, Balqa, Irbid, Ajloun, 

 
251 Stephen Hall and Thomas Ambrosio, “Authoritarian Learning: A Conceptual Overview,” East 
European Politics Vol. 33, No. 2 (2017): 143-61. 



 

 

106 

Jerash, Mafraq, Ma’an, and Tefilah. In each locale, I primarily conducted the interviews in 

interviewees’ offices. The participants, however, were allowed to choose the interview location 

and some also chose to hold them in their homes or in public spaces, including coffee shops and 

local community centers.  

I conducted these interviews with six key groups. The first key group was staff of ministries 

and other government bodies, including, inter alia, the Prime Ministry, Royal Court, Ministry of 

Interior, Ministry of Political and Parliamentary Affairs, the Ministry of Municipalities, the 

Legalisation and Opinion Bureau, and the General Intelligence Directorate. The second key group 

was parliamentarians (both for the House of Deputies and Senate) as well as leaders and rank-and-

file members of political parties. The third key group was leaders and members of Jordanian civil 

society organizations, particularly those closely involved in the relevant policy processes. The 

fourth key group was mayors and members of municipalities during the decentralization process. 

The fifth key group was Jordanian journalists who had reported on the policy issues under 

investigation or have closely followed policy processes generally during their careers. The sixth 

key group was individuals working with international donors and organizations who were active 

in issues of local governance reform during the drafting processes.  

Common across all six groups was a high degree of knowledge about the policies and/or 

policy making in Jordan. That is, the research did not engage with any randomly selected 

Jordanians. It also did not focus on Jordanians who might be affected by the policy and thus have 

a vested interest therein. I excluded these groups for three reasons. Firstly, this research focuses 

on individuals who influence public policy – and there is a significant absence of the public in 

policy making in Jordan. Indeed, groups that represent Jordanians, such as legislators and civil 

society organizations, lament not only that there is little space for a public input in decision making, 
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but that even as legislators and civil society actors they are barely able to have their voices 

included. Repeated attempts were made during the research to explore the more public aspects of 

policy making, but little engagement of this nature was observed. Secondly, I conducted extensive 

research on decentralization (via interview, focus groups, and phone surveys) between 2013 and 

2015 for a Jordanian think tank. This research highlighted a severe lack of public understanding 

and – much more importantly – interest in local governance issues.252 There were therefore few 

non-elites who had a vested interest in the policies being researched. As a result, there was a virtual 

absence of public discussion around local governance reforms in 2014 and 2015 – let alone any 

mobilization or broad advocacy coalitions. Thirdly, and more broadly, while working for the think 

tank, we interviewed hundreds (and surveyed thousands) of Jordanians about public policy. Very 

few displayed an understanding of the policy-making process, typically relying instead on common 

narratives of monarchical or mukhabarat dominance to explain how decisions are made. 

Despite the focus on participants in institutional settings, I attempted to include the widest 

possible range of the different individuals engaged in these institutions. Of course, many of the 

participants were ministers or high-level ministerial advisors who worked closely on the 

legislation, but a concerted effort was made to engage with individuals from across institutional 

hierarchies. As such, I also included lower-level bureaucrats, junior researchers in civil society 

organizations, and even young men who made coffee for ministers. The insights, as has been noted 

elsewhere,253 that could be derived from such interviews became evident early in the research, 

contributing to some of the most important insights in the thesis. I also tried to engage groups on 
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the periphery of policy making – even if their main contribution to the research was indicating that 

they were ultimately ignored in decision-making processes. This included many women’s rights 

organizations as well as organizations of persons with disabilities. Naturally, these interviewees 

could provide little insight on the policy processes under investigation, but they offered some 

invaluable insights on barriers to entry into policy-making processes more generally.  

The interviews were semi-structured. I selected this approach for three reasons, following 

the advice of Aberbach and Rockman.254 Firstly, due to the fact that there is little extant research 

on policy processes in Jordan, it is difficult – and limiting – to define the questions and response 

options. It would have also constrained the potential identification of diverse causal relationships: 

a severe limitation for the requisite identification of alternative hypotheses in process tracing. 

Secondly, open-ended questions provided a greater opportunity for respondents to organize their 

answers within their own epistemological frameworks, thereby increasing the validity of the 

responses, which is crucial for process tracing as well as the development and testing of theoretical 

models. Thirdly, the interviews were primarily conducted with highly educated respondents who 

are used to being interviewed. My previous experience conducting interviews with governance 

officials in Jordan indicated that they would resist more structured interview formats, preferring 

instead to articulate and fully explain their views on their own terms. 

The interviews proceeded in multiple rounds. I conducted the first wave focusing on both 

laws, targeting members of civil society who could provide broader, albeit somewhat removed, 

overviews of the processes as well as mid-level officials within the different governmental 

institutions involved in the processes. Of course, only individuals already identified as participants 

were interviewed. As the waves proceeded, however, I held the interviews with individuals and 
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groups that were identified as being potentially relevant in previous rounds of interviews, either 

because they were involved in the relevant policy subsystem(s) or because they were engaged in a 

specific policy process. After each round of interviews, I spent several days updating my working 

understanding of the process, refining questions, and identifying remaining gaps.  

Among the more than 100 participants, I conducted repeat interviews with approximately 

15 percent. These individuals were primarily mid- and high-level members of ministries who were 

closely involved in the drafting. They also included some of the key parliamentary committee 

members as well as heads of some of key think tanks and CSOs in the country. These repeat visits 

were partly a function of the need for much longer conversations to discuss the extent of the role 

they had in the process. In other cases, it was to corroborate information that was collected from 

other individuals since the previous visit. In effect, there was a fairly extensive process of “soaking 

and poking”, moving back and forth between institutions and individuals to create strong links in 

the chain of events. This process continued until it seemed that participants had told me as much 

as they were willing to, and I could identify no further actors who could provide novel information 

– and were also willing to speak with me.  

Consent for the interviews was obtained orally, and I explained to participants that the 

collected information was for an English-language dissertation examining how policy is made in 

Jordan. During the interviews, I took notes in notebooks. I decided recordings would be 

inappropriate because of sensitivities to being recorded among many of the participants in the 

Jordanian political context. I kept the notebooks in a safe bag on my person after the interviews. 

After I drove home (or was driven by a research assistant), I directly transcribed the notes into 

password-protected digital notes and destroyed the paper copies. I stored a master list of 

interviewees separately from the digital notes. Most of the interviewed participants remained 
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anonymous. As such, I only included the names of the organizations for which they worked in the 

master list. However, I name a few participants in the dissertation because their positions are 

crucial for underscoring the validity of the information that they provided. For this handful of 

named participants, I asked for their consent to use their names and also stored their names in the 

master list.  

 

5. Data Analysis  

This section explains the methods used to analyze the collected data. Following the 

completion of field research, I coded the collected data from the interviews. The coding proceeded 

in three stages: open, axial, and selective coding.255 In this first stage, I used memoing and theming 

to identify themes and hypothesis in the interview notes that could subsequently be tested. In the 

next stage, I mined the interviews for specific instances of the themes and support for the 

hypotheses. Finally, I reviewed the interviews to ensure that everything was accounted for and to 

investigate any discrepant data that did not fit the hypotheses. This coding process allowed for the 

final stage of data analysis to begin: process tracing. This section provides an introduction to 

process tracing and its benefits for the current research. It explains that process tracing allowed for 

the collected data to be linked, yielding causal inferences about Jordan’s policy-making processes.  

Now a widespread method in qualitative research, process tracing was first put forth by 

George to address whether statistically identified correlations were causal.256 Process tracing 

constitutes a procedure for “identifying steps in a causal process leading to the outcome of a given 
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dependent variable of a particular case in a particular historical context”.257 This involves 

examining each step within a causal process, linking together an unbroken temporal chain of events 

that connects “possible causes and observed outcomes”.258 By identifying and joining the links in 

the chain, the researcher identifies intervening causal processes that connect independent and 

dependent variables, thereby testing theoretical propositions about the phenomenon under 

investigation. This process is different than methods drawing inferences from across cases. Each 

step in the process must follow the predicted hypothesis, piecing together an unbroken chain; the 

hypothesis cannot simply be consistent with a statistically significant number of intervening 

steps.259 Collier usefully explains that process tracing examines how events or situations develop 

over time because understanding how events have unfolded is impossible “if one cannot 

adequately describe an event or situation at one point in time” during the process.260 As such, 

process tracing involves a descriptive component that begins “with taking good snapshots at a 

series of specific moments” rather than identifying a sequence of events. Snapshots of these steps 

in the process allow the researcher to subsequently conduct analysis of the sequence or change. 

Reflecting its contribution to historicizing social science research,261 process tracing is 

often likened to the much-used historiographical metaphor of a detective’s investigation. In this 

sense, the researcher seeks evidence to piece together the series of events that led to a specific 

outcome. This comparison is typically drawn upon because the collected pieces of evidence are 

not equal in weight. Some pieces of information constitute smoking guns, while others simply 

support a hypothesis, but do not confirm it.262 
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Beyond the different forensic tools available for the testing of evidence, the detective 

metaphor is also particularly apt because process tracing allows the investigator to identify and 

test myriad unforeseen variables – allowing even the most implausible of Holmesian hypotheses 

to be tested. In the same vein, it also allows for the multivariate explanations necessary for 

examining complex phenomena in complicated contexts.263 And, of particular interest to both 

detectives and policy researchers, process tracing constitutes an effective method for identifying 

and assessing the motives of the actors in the situations being explored.264  

In their seminal work on qualitative social science methods, King, Keohane, and Verba 

(KKV) questioned the utility of process tracing for examining causality. They acknowledge that 

process tracing can prove “very valuable” because it allows the researcher to “increase the number 

of theoretically relevant observations”, but they suggest that process tracing is “unlikely to yield 

strong causal inference” and can only “promote descriptive generalizations and prepare the way 

for causal inference”.265 In effect, they question the method’s ability to determine which of the 

myriad possible intervening mechanisms is actually at play in a given phenomenon. A number of 

thoughtful responses have taken aim at KKV’s assertions, arguing that process tracing can indeed 

explore causality. For instance, reflecting the broader qualitative critiques of KKV’s fixation on 

number of observations, Collier, Brady, and Seawright posit that, while KKV are focused on “data-

set observation”, which refers to the normal observations in standard statistical analysis, process 

tracing draws on “causal process observations” (CPOs). A CPO is an “insight or piece of data that 

provides information about a context, process, or mechanism, and that contributes distinctive 
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leverage in causal inference”.266 Process tracing primarily contributes to causal inference through 

the discovery of these CPOs, not data-set observations, particularly as the method often yields non-

comparable observations that cannot be neatly assembled into a standard data set.267 

As the use of process tracing has become more widespread, authors have, contrary to KKV, 

increasingly highlighted process tracing as an ideal method for identifying causality. Tilly, for 

instance, notes that through its investigative work process tracing yields “verifiable causal stories 

resting in differing chains of cause-effect relations whose efficacy can be demonstrated 

independently of those stories” and upon which theoretical insights can be based.268 George and 

Bennett similarly assert that process tracing is: 

[A]n indispensable tool for theory testing and theory development not only because it 

generates numerous observations within a case, but because these observations must 

be linked in particular ways to constitute an explanation of the case. It is the very lack 

of independence among these observations that makes them a powerful tool for 

inference. The fact that the intervening variables, if truly part of a causal process, 

should be connected in particular ways is what allows process-tracing to reduce the 

problem of indeterminacy.269 

The Jordanian policy-making process – particularly at the executive level – is typically 

treated as a black box. A policy need or incentive is fed in at the top and a finalized policy comes 

 
266 David Collier, Henry Brady, and Jason Seawright, “Sources of Leverage in Causal Inference: Toward 
an Alternative View of Methodology,” in Rethinking Social Inquiry: Diverse Tools, Shared Standards, 
eds., Henry Brady and David Collier (Rowman and Littlefield, 2004), 229-66. See also, James Mahoney, 
“After KKV: The New Methodology of Qualitative Research,” World Politics Vol. 62, No. 1 (2010): 120-
47. 
267 Mahoney, “Qualitative Methodology and Comparative Politics,” 124. 
268 Charles Tilly, “Means and Ends of Comparison in Macrosociology,” Comparative Social Research 
Vol. 16 (1997): 48. 
269 George and Bennett, Case Studies and Theory Development in the Social Sciences, 207. 
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out at the bottom. There is little understanding of the decisions that connect these points, let alone 

the reasons for those decisions. Explanations of policy decisions typically rely on anecdotal 

evidence and, even more commonly, on normative clichés followed by a winked 

acknowledgement of mukhabarat control. Moving beyond these empty generalizations requires 

in-depth data collection and the subsequent analysis of that data to piece together cohesive 

narrative and causal chains that can explain how decisions are made and why. Process tracing is 

ideally suited for this task.  

 

6. Positionality and Participants  

This section provides an overview of my positionality in the research and analysis. In 

particular, it considers the consequences of my being a white male from a university in the Global 

North as well as my background engaging with political reform processes and actors in Jordan 

before conducting the current research. The section then turns to considerations I made in order to 

acknowledge my position and mitigate its impacts on the research, as well as decisions I made 

about how to conduct myself as a researcher embedded in the “field” for an extended period of 

time.  

As a white male from a Canadian university, my background introduced complex power 

relationships into the research that were further complicated by the fact that I have spent most of 

my adult life working on donor-funded development projects in Jordan. Over the past decade, I 

have worked for Jordanian civil society organizations as well as international non-governmental 

organizations, consultancies, and donors delivering projects in Jordan. Specifically, I worked as a 

researcher at a local think tank (Identity Center) and an international NGO (Democracy Reporting 

International) between 2013 and 2016 during the drafting of the Decentralization and 
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Municipalities Laws. I then worked in program design and delivery for development consultancies 

(Aktis Strategy and Torchlight Group) between 2018 and 2020 as I conducted the majority of my 

research. And finally, I worked as a researcher with the Canadian Embassy in Jordan in 2020 and 

2021 whilst I completed my field work. While in these different roles, I was first acquainted with 

many of the participants of the current research.  

These professional experiences had two primary consequences. Firstly, through either my 

own networks or those of former colleagues, I benefitted from access to a range of high-profile 

government officials. My professional background augmented the privileges I already enjoyed as 

a male researcher from the Global North, with doors opening more easily than they likely would 

have for a Jordanian researcher. Secondly, even after sending information to the participants when 

requesting an interview, the purpose of my research was not always clear. As such, before 

interviews commenced, I often had to spend considerable time ensuring that the participant 

understood my position as an academic researcher, that I did not represent a donor or organization, 

and, crucially, that no funding would result from the research. Consent for the interview then 

needed to be re-obtained. These clarifications were less important for the high-level government 

officials who both understood my position better and were less concerned with funding, but they 

were crucial when dealing with civil society organizations and subnational officials.  

Beyond participant access, my position also had implications for the conduct of the 

interviews. Among the senior officials, they spoke, I believe, more candidly with me than they 

might have with a Jordanian researcher, knowing that the outputs were unlikely to be disseminated 

locally or in Arabic (which Jordanians commonly believe limits the potential for blowback). 

Conversely, even though interviewees who occupied lower-profile positions warmly welcomed 

me, treating the interview as a privilege (and often having photos taken during its conduct), some 
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also greeted me with a dose of suspicion. For these meetings, therefore, I often asked a research 

assistant to accompany to help to break down barriers and dispel suspicions. With the research 

assistant present, these participants were typically more open in their conversation, particularly 

when speaking Arabic, than they might have been had I been alone.  

My position as a white male researcher also yielded certain dynamics during the conduct 

of the interviews. The interviewees from lower-profile positions often seemed intimidated, 

typically treating me as if I had access to greater knowledge or power – perhaps believing I had 

influence, for instance, on the Canadian Embassy in Jordan. They were therefore careful with what 

they said and how they positioned themselves, uncertain exactly of how I might use the 

information. Higher profile officials, however, were aware of my insignificance and lack of power 

outside of the interview. They were in no way intimidated by me; they were commonly quite 

candid, aware that whatever information they provided would probably just end up on a dusty 

shelf.  

Another aspect of my positionality that remained an ongoing concern was related to my 

broader engagements in Jordan. While preparing the research, conducting the fieldwork, and 

writing, I lived in Jordan. During these three years, much of my time was spent with Jordanian 

friends and acquaintances, many of whom work in local and international development 

organizations. They often work adjacent to the government or are employed directly in government 

institutions. I do not believe I faced any challenges regarding “insider”-“outsider” status or even 

“pseudo-insider” that others have described (I remain firmly an outsider in Jordan),270 but I had to 

 
270 Paul Kingston, “Playing with Positionality? Reflections on ‘Outsider’-‘Insider’ Status in the Context 
of Fieldwork in Lebanon's Deeply Divided Polity,” in Political Science Research in the Middle East and 
North Africa, eds. Janine A. Clark and Francesco Cavatorta (Oxford University Press), 2018; and Irene 
Weipert-Fenner, “Blurred Lines of Inclusion and Exclusion: Research Ethics for Sympathizers,” in 
Political Science Research in the Middle East and North Africa, eds. Janine A. Clark and Francesco 
Cavatorta (Oxford University Press), 2018. 
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be careful with how I engaged with friends and acquittances so that I did not turn them into non-

consensual ethnographic participants.  

I naturally recognized the benefits of what Lee Ann Fujii has called “accidental 

ethnography”, whereby the “productive potential of ‘accidental moments’ – those instances when 

the researcher is not engaged in an interview or archive, but in the mundane tasks not often 

specified in the research design, such as standing in line, drinking coffee, buying food, or talking 

to hotel staff”.271 Indeed, my research has benefitted from having lived in Jordan and working 

close to public policy processes for most of the last decade. In this sense, it has an element of 

retrospective accidental ethnography. I, of course, also benefitted from my privileged ability to 

remain in the country for consecutive years while working on the thesis. However, I was careful 

to resist turning every personal interaction into research. Many Jordanians have complained to me 

about being “used” for research without their consent by foreigners. For instance, one Jordanian 

woman was befriended by a foreign researcher and became very close with her family. In the end, 

however, it turned out that the foreigner was researching Jordanians familial structures and had 

conducted an ethnography of the woman and her family without their consent. Among the young 

Ammanis with whom I spend my time in Jordan there is a growing distrust and dislike for 

foreigners, and many attribute these attitudes toward their subjectification. Thus, when I wanted 

to obtain information from someone I knew in another context, I was careful to set up an official 

interview and explain the research, its process, and its goals – and get consent.  

 

7. Limitations and Validity Threats  

 
271 Lee Ann Fujii “Five Stories of Accidental Ethnography: Turning Unplanned Moments in the Field into 
Data,” Qualitative Research Vol. 15, No. 4 (2015): 526. 
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This section discusses the limitations and validity threats of the research approach. The 

research explored a question that is not easily answered in an authoritarian context. Despite my 

endeavours to draw on a methodology that responds as well as possible to the difficult question, 

all methods have weaknesses. The key focus here is to identify these limitations and consider their 

implications to better define the results of the research and the extent to which they can travel – as 

well as mitigate against unforeseen threats to validity.  

Perhaps the most critical limitation of the methodology is its exploration of a single system 

for the exploration of policy making in authoritarian monarchies. As noted above, within-case 

studies offer strong internal and causal insight, but they are limited in their ability to provide 

generalizations. Inferences made from a within-case study need to be treated with a degree of 

caution. This caution means not only carefully identifying the universe of cases to which the 

findings from the studied cases may be applicable (as discussed in chapter 2), but also treating 

those findings only as potential insights that can be leveraged for exploration of policy making in 

other authoritarian monarchies (and authoritarian regimes more broadly). Only when the findings 

are tested across a larger sample of the universe of cases will we know how far the findings can 

travel.  

A generalizability limitation is also present at the level of Jordanian policy-making 

processes. Both of the policies selected for the research are related to issues of political reform, 

and local governance more specifically. Without examining a wider range of issues, the extent to 

which the process differs across substantive issues remains unclear. It is also not possible a priori 

to identify the boundaries of policy subsystems – or if such subsystems even exist in Jordan. In the 

absence of existing work examining these boundaries, the research design, as noted above, 

followed a common distinction between three issue areas (political reforms, economic reforms, 
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and social reforms and human rights). The research here focused on the political reform area, 

examining its contours and boundaries. It did not conduct in-depth research on the other issue 

areas, although participants were asked for comparative experiences across the issue areas and 

secondary sources related to policies in these areas in order to inform the discussion of this thesis. 

Further research will therefore be necessary to explore these policy areas to fully understand how 

and the extent to which their processes differ. Given anecdotal evidence that there is greater public 

participation in issues of human rights and social reform than there is in political reform, further 

research in this issue area would be particularly beneficial. 
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Chapter 4: Political Context 

  



 

 

121 

1. Introduction 

This chapter provides a brief political history of Jordan. The history firstly provides the 

general context in which Jordanian policy making takes place. And, secondly, because the two 

case studies explored in this thesis relate to political reform (local governance, specifically), the 

political history overview also situates the within-case study. The chapter starts by explaining that 

Jordan’s modern political system is a legacy of the state formation process that took place during 

the British control of the Transjordan Mandate in the inter-war years. Faced with the difficult task 

of consolidating the disparate peoples living in the territory of the Mandate, Abdullah bin al 

Hussein (a member of the Hashemite family from the Hijaz) focused on bringing the nomadic 

tribes into the nascent state, providing them with incentives and forging patron-client relationships 

with the tribal leaders. These relationships outlived the individuals with which they were 

negotiated and even the Mandate, surviving Jordanian independence in 1946 and its emergence as 

the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. These patron-client relationships allowed the Hashemites to 

not only consolidate a monarchy, but also to rule without democratic institutions for much of the 

Kingdom’s post-independence history. However, when these arrangements became fiscally 

untenable, formal institutions were introduced, but clientelism was built into them, ensuring the 

continued affluence and influence of particular tribes and families. The entrenchment of these 

interests into the state’s governance institutions not only rendered political reform difficult, but 

has also built informal rules of the game into the governance – and policy-making – system.  

Having explained how the country’s political system is a balance of formal institutions and 

informal rules of the game, the chapter turns to local governance. It explained that the political 

history not only conditioned the policy-making process generally, but also created policy legacies 

within the local governance sphere specifically. The chapter explains that clientelism has been 
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institutionalized at the national and subnational levels, rendering local governance reform highly 

sensitive. The long path toward decentralization has consequently been fraught with significant 

clientelist resistance; as a result, several decentralization initiatives in the 2000s were torpedoed 

to maintain Jordan’s political – and governance – status quo. The chapter concludes with an 

overview of the 2015 decentralization reforms, explaining that this process only succeeded because 

the drafters of the reforms ensured that the process would not disrupt that status quo.  

 

2. Mandatory Foundations  

 This section provides an overview of the process through which the Hashemite family 

became the rulers of Transjordan during the British Mandate and forged together the state. It 

explains that the tandem ambitions of Abdullah and the British government resulted in the 

establishment of strong patron-client relationships between Abdullah and the nomadic (Bedouin) 

tribes. These relationships ensured not only that the tribes had a vested interest in the centralization 

of power around the Hashemite family, but also their inclusion into the nascent state 

administration. The results of these dynamics remain central to current political processes in 

Jordan. In the same way as Abdullah’s patronage allowed him to win the loyalty of the tribes 

during the Mandate, so too have these clientelist relationships remained central to the ongoing 

balancing act the Hashemites perform to remain in power.  

Between 1920 and 1946, Britain oversaw the political development of the Mandate of 

Transjordan. As per the Mandate system, which was laid out in Article 22 of the League of Nations 

Covenant, “advanced nations” were given tutelary responsibility for states “inhabited by peoples 
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not yet able to stand by themselves”.272 Within this system – a handy veil for colonial ambitions 

in the Wilsonian era – the European powers took “responsibility” for their respective spheres of 

interest and influence in the Middle East. As such, the territory of Transjordan, which lay between 

British interests in the region, was placed under Britain’s oversight.273 While Britain had vital 

interests in its new holdings in Iraq and Palestine, the importance it vested in Transjordan was 

almost solely related to its strategic location between those bordering interests. Transjordan served 

as both a land link between the Red Sea and oil resources in Iraq and Britain’s eastern colonies, as 

well as a buffer for protecting the Suez Canal.274 

Owing to Transjordan’s purely strategic interest in the territory and the strained condition 

of Britain’s post-war coffers, the British government was unable – and unwilling – to implement 

a direct form of administration in the territory.275 It initially allowed indirect rule though Feisal bin 

al Hussein’s administration from Damascus between 1918 and 1920. Feisal, the Sharif of Mecca’s 

third son, had played a key role in the Arab Revolt against the Ottoman Empire and had established 

an Arab administration as part of General Edmund Allenby’s Occupied Enemy Territory 

Administration-East.276 Feisal proved fairly successful at bringing order to the Transjordanian 

territory, managing to pacify some of the key tribes and lay the foundations for state 

 
272 League of Nations, “The Covenant of the League of Nations,” The Avalon Project, Yale Law School, 
http://avalon.law.yale.edu/20th_century/leagcov.asp#art22. 
273 Transjordan was officially included in the Palestine Mandate in 1921, but it was excluded from a 
number of the Mandate’s conditions, particularly those relating to Zionism. See League of Nations, 
“Mandate for Palestine, Together with a Note by the Secretary-General Relating to its Application to the 
Territory Known as Trans-Jordan Under the Provision of Article 25,” December 1922, in Palestine and 
Transjordan Administration Reports 1918-1948, Vol. I 1918-1924, ed., Robert L. Jarman, (Cambridge 
Archive Group, 1995), 494-95. 
274 Nasser Aruri, Jordan: A Study in Political Development (1921-1965) (Martinus Nijhoff, 1972), 3. 
275 Uriel Dann, Studies in the History of Transjordan, 1920-1949: The Making of a State (Westview Press, 
1984), 3. 
276 For an overview of the debate regarding weather the British or Arab forces captured Damascus, see 
Elie Kedourie, “The Capture of Damascus, 1 October 1918,” Middle East Studies Vol. 1, No. 1 (1964): 
66-83. 
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development.277 However, with France’s assumption of Mandatory control of Syria in 1920 and 

the subsequent ejection of Feisal, Damascene control over Transjordan declined.278 With the 

disappearance of Feisal, inter-tribal warfare and raiding in Transjordan quickly resumed, 

presenting British officials with the difficult question of how best to safeguard British interests at 

minimal cost.279 Britain initially attempted to introduce a system of local self-government with the 

assistance of a few British officers, but this brief experiment, which saw the establishment of local 

councils, proved unsuccessful.280 It failed to secure the earnest cooperation of the major tribes, and 

the administrative power of the local councils remained extremely limited.281  

In November 1920, as Britain cast out for an alternative solution, the Sharif of Mecca’s 

second son, Abdullah bin al Hussein fortuitously arrived in Ma’an in the south of Transjordan with 

a small Hijazi army. Abdullah had no desire to remain in Transjordan, making it clear to the British 

that he planned to continue on to Damascus, which he intended to conquer and place under 

Hashemite rule once again.282 Despite Abdullah’s initial claims of disinterest in Transjordan, he 

reinforced his position in Ma’an by setting up his diwan (royal court). Assuming the role of 

Hashemite prince, Abdullah brokered relations with local shuyukh (tribal leaders; sing. shaykh) 

over the course of the succeeding four months. In that time, he managed to secure the support of 

several key tribes. While Britain remained critical of Abdullah’s establishment in Ma’an, it did not 

 
277 Yoav Alon, The Making of Jordan: Tribes, Colonialism and the Modern State (I.B. Taurus, 2009), 14-
5. 
278 For an examination of the conflict between Feisal and France, see Elie Kedourie, England and the 
Middle East: The Destruction of the Ottoman Empire, 1914-1921 (Bowes and Bowes, 1956), ch. 6. 
279 Timothy Paris, Britain, the Hashemites, and Arab Rule 1920-1925 (Frank Cass, 2003), 162. 
280 Great Britain, “An Interim Report on the Civil Administration of Palestine During the Period 1st July, 
1920-30th June, 1921,” August 1921, in Palestine and Transjordan Administration Reports 1918-1948, 
Vol. I 1918-1924, ed., Robert Jarman (Cambridge Archive Group, 1995), 189. 
281 Great Britain, “An Interim Report on the Civil Administration of Palestine During the Period 1st July, 
1920-30th June, 1921,” 189. 
282 Mohammad Faddah, The Middle East in Transition: A Study of Jordan’s Foreign Policy (Asia 
Publishing House, 1974), 4; and Great Britain, “An Interim Report on the Civil Administration of 
Palestine During the Period 1st July, 1920-30th June, 1921,” 189. 
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consider his small force’s incursion into this southern region to be a serious threat to Britain’s own 

positions in Karak and farther north. As a result, Britain’s response to Abdullah’s encroachment 

was limited to diplomatic censures.283 Sensing no opposition to his preparations to move farther 

north, Abdullah proceeded to Amman, entering the city on March 2, 1921, and subsequently 

presented the British with a “slow motion fait accompli”.284  

Hoping to avoid a forceful removal of Abdullah, Britain decided that Abdullah’s seizure 

of power could be used to its advantage.285 Indeed, the timing of his move to Amman could not 

have been better. Ten days after his fait accompli, the Cairo Conference was convened to review 

regional policy. At the conference, Winston Churchill – who chaired the meeting as Secretary of 

State for the Colonies – abandoned the previous focus on local councils and chose a new tack. It 

was decided that rather than fostering indirect rule though local councils, authority would instead 

be vested in a single ruler.286 After extensive negotiations regarding the terms of his appointment, 

Abdullah was given a six-month trial period to establish administrative authority over Transjordan. 

Churchill clearly hoped that Abdullah’s local prestige would enable him to forge stability in the 

uncharted territory. Abdullah reluctantly accepted Churchill’s offer after his own proposal that the 

Transjordanian territory be linked to Iraq or Palestine was rejected.287 With no other options, 

unwilling to return to the Hijaz, and believing, based on discussions with Churchill, that his 
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position in Transjordan could be a steppingstone to realizing his regional ambitions,288 Abdullah 

agreed.289  

Appreciating the conditions under which he was granted authority, but not neglecting his 

own ambitions of expansion into Syria and Palestine, Abdullah sought to establish a system of 

governance conducive to the fulfillment of these tandem requirements. To that end, he focused on 

building tribal alliances, believing that securing the loyalty of these strong tribes would be a crucial 

first step – a calculation based largely on his lacking a military force capable of coercion and the 

weakness of the administrative systems he had inherited.290 Delving into tribal politics, Abdullah 

fought to establish close personal ties with the shuyukh, focusing in particular on the nomadic and 

semi-nomadic Bedouin tribes.291  

Of the approximate 225,000 inhabitants of Transjordan at the time of Abullah’s arrival, 46 

percent were nomadic, while the settled (hadari) population accounted for the other 54 percent.292 

Even though the population was split almost evenly between the settled and nomadic segments of 

the population, Abdullah focused on fostering relations with the latter. He proved very successful 

 
288 Aruri, Jordan: A Study in Political Development, 23; and Abdullah bin al Hussein, Memoirs of King 
Abdullah of Transjordan, ed., Philip P. Graves (Jonathan Cape, 1950), 203. 
289 Paris, Britain, the Hashemites, and Arab Rule 1920-1925, 176. 
290 Abdullah believed his coercive power depended on the tribes, as he had only arrived in Transjordan 
with the small Hijazi household army of 200 men, and the British Reserve Force was not yet operational. 
See Panayiotis Jerasimof Vatikiotis, Politics and the Military in Jordan: A Study of the Arab Legion 
1921-1957 (Frank Cass, 1967), 58. 
291 Bedouin is derived from the Arabic word badawi, meaning nomad or wanderer. The term is related to 
badiyyah, which denotes a plain or desert. This paper uses the term interchangeably with “nomadic and 
semi-nomadic tribes” to refer to the non-urban inhabitants of the desert. This is not, however, to suggest 
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the nomadic character of the Bedouin, many of them also cultivated areas that were “more or less fixed, 
during certain seasons of the year.” See Great Britain, “An Interim Report on the Civil Administration of 
Palestine During the Period 1st July, 1920-30th June, 1921,” 189. 
292 Mary Wilson’s demographic characterization of Transjordan excludes the populations of Aqaba and 
Ma’an (which would bring the total population to approximately 300,000). She also necessarily points out 
that the division between the settled and nomadic populations “is not absolute.” See Mary Wilson, King 
Abdullah, Britain and the Making of Jordan (Cambridge University Press, 1987), 55. 
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in this endeavour. Exploiting his talents of inter-personal communication and his familiarity and 

comfort with Bedouin customs, he was able to build strong bonds with the Bedouin. Abdullah’s 

success was not only a result of his tact. He could also offer incentives. Abdullah used his British-

financed civil list as a means of lavishing rewards upon the shuyukh.293 He also secured loyalty 

through tax exemptions, land grants, and favourable outcomes in inter-tribal disputes.294 Through 

his distribution of these incentives, he was able to build strong patron-client relationships with key 

shuyukh, giving them a stake in the perpetuation of his rule in Transjordan.295 The shuyukh were 

increasingly convinced of the need to “defer to [his] princely authority,” as those who resisted 

Abdullah’s authority were withheld favours.296 The inevitable need to secure such favours to 

maintain parity with rival tribes forced them to seek both rapprochement with Abdullah and 

integration into his patron-client system. As such, the shayukh also began to rely upon Abdullah 

for the protection of their interests vis-à-vis the other tribes, which led to an ever-growing 

concentration of power in Abdullah’s hands.  

In addition to winning their loyalty, Abdullah also fostered the participation of the shuyukh 

in the nascent state administration. As the state’s power continued to expand throughout the 

Mandate period, Abdullah ensured that the shuyukh played an ever-growing role and took on key 

positions within the administration. Despite the growth of the state’s power in relation to the tribes’ 

 
293 However, the funds with which Abdullah was provided changed dramatically during the Mandate 
period. Due to both political tensions between Abdullah and Britain, as well as administrative 
shortcomings, his subsidies and civil lists were frequently affected. The original sum of £5,000 per month 
was increased to £100,000 per annum by the mid-1920s and reached £2,000,000 per annum by the mid-
1940s. The extent to which Abdullah controlled this sum had, however, declined by the latter period. See 
Great Britain, “Report by His Britannic Majesty’s Government on the Administration Under Mandate of 
Palestine and Transjordan for the Year 1924,” 1925, in Palestine and Transjordan Administration Reports 
1918-1948, Vol. I 1918-1924, ed., Robert Jarman (Cambridge Archive Group, 1995), 494-95; and See 
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No. 2 (1996): 244. 
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128 

and the state’s eventual monopolization of coercive power, Abdullah deemed indirect rule through 

the shuyukh expedient. Leveraging his bestowal of favours, he relied on the shuyukh to administer 

their respective tribal regions, passing on the favours to the broader populations in their regions. 

The shuyukh not only helped to collect taxes, but also to maintain law and order and the safety of 

agricultural communities.297 In fact, security became the primary means of tribal incorporation 

into the state.  

Issues of security became particularly salient by the mid 1920s. Not only were there 

continued concerns regarding internal raiding, but there were increased complaints of cross-border 

raiding to and from Palestine and the Arabian Peninsula.298 In response, the government formed 

the Transjordan Frontier Force (TJFF) in 1926 to assert greater control in the desert and border 

regions. In 1930, John Bagot Glubb, commonly known as “Glubb Pasha,” a British officer with 

experience dealing with the Iraqi Bedouin, was given command of the TJFF. Departing from his 

predecessor’s strategies of using the settled population to police the Bedouin, Glubb followed 

Abdullah’s example, enlisting the Bedouin into the ranks of the TJFF.299 Glubb’s success in 

recruiting the Bedouin was aided by both the sense of honour that the Bedouin associated with the 

militaristic disposition of the TJFF, as well as the economic plight that was emerging among the 

Bedouin.300 Most importantly, however, the Bedouin were willing to join the force because they 

considered it preferable to police themselves than to be supervised by other tribes.301 
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Consequently, a large number of the Transjordanian tribes sent prominent figures, including the 

sons of shuyukh, to join the force’s ranks.  

Through this method of recruitment, Glubb not only put an end to raiding but also drew 

the tribes further into the state. And it was not just the sons of shayukh that filled its ranks. As 

Jordan’s defence forces expanded, it became a key source of employment within the country. 

Alongside growing employment in the burgeoning state bureaucracy, therefore, public sector 

employment grew increasingly central to the livelihoods of Transjordanians. This high number of 

Transjordanians in the military ranks – and public sector employment more broadly – has remained 

into the present.  

Indeed, crucial to understanding socio-economic relations is the fact that this public sector 

dominance remained following the adsorption of a large Palestinian population into Jordan after 

the 1948 War with Israel and Jordan’s subsequent annexation of the West Bank in 1949. The 

Transjordanians (who came to be known as East Bank Jordanians)302 continued to benefit from 

public employment and benefits, forcing the new Palestinian-Jordanian population into the private 

sector. The Palestinian-Jordanian population consequently emerged more dominant in the private 

sector, although this dominance has often been exaggerated, especially by the East Bankers who 

have been angered by perceived Palestinian-Jordanian privileges stemming from a growing private 

sector (as discussed below).303 

 
302 “East Bank Jordanians” generally refers to Jordanians whose ancestors lived on the East Bank of the 
Jordan river at the time of the creation of the Transjordan Mandate, while “Palestinian-Jordanians” refers 
to legal residents of Jordan who either were born in Palestine or are of Palestinian descent. The border 
between these communities and the identification of belonging in each, however, is not so clear – and has 
often been intentionally manipulated. For more nuanced discussions of identity in Jordan. See Laurie 
Brand, “Palestinians and Jordanians: A Crisis of Identity,” Journal of Palestine Studies Vol. 24, No. 4 
(1995): 46-61; and Joseph Massad, Colonial Effects: The Making of National Identity in Jordan 
(Columbia University Press, 2001). 
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Through Abdullah’s and Britain’s endeavours, state expansion in the Mandate years 

proceeded quickly, and the incorporation of the Bedouin tribes advanced smoothly. Instead of 

bypassing the shuyukh, Abdullah transformed them from relatively autonomous leaders to state-

society go-betweens.304 In this way, their positions as community leaders endured and were 

reinforced by the regime’s efforts toward state building. The positions of the shuyukh were 

consequently entrenched in the new system, and they were given yet further stake in the stability 

of the state. The relationships of patronage that were formed in this period not only outlived 

Abdullah, but they also have had profound implications for the current political system. As Alon 

notes, “[t]he mandate period laid solid foundations for the development of the Jordanian state and 

is one of the keys to understanding the state’s resilience ever since”.305 The state-tribe 

interdependence that was born in the Mandate was reinforced in subsequent decades, growing so 

strong that it has since served to impede reform.306  

 

3. Political Life in the Early Years  

The section provides an overview of political life in (Trans)Jordan, explaining that the 

state-formation process resulted in two separate social contracts that yielded two distinct support 

bases for the Hashemite monarchy. The first was the shuyukh who, as discussed in the last section, 

benefitted financially from incentives and were given key positions within the state administration. 

The second was the broader East Bank Jordanian population who benefitted indirectly from the 

shuyukh’s privileges but also received employment in the growing state institutions. The provision 

 
304 Alon, The Making of Jordan, 141. 
305 Alon, The Making of Jordan, 151. 
306 For an interesting parallel with the way in which patron-client relationships evolved in Iraq, see 
Charles Tripp, A History of Iraq, third edition (Cambridge University Press: 2007), 73-4, 94. 
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of these benefits to East Bankers spared the monarchy from any significant domestic pressure to 

democratize until the 1980s. Indeed, because the monarchy did not demand substantial taxation, 

there was little public pressure for greater political participation. As Brynen notes, the American 

Revolution slogan “no taxation without representation” was reversed in the Jordanian context, 

where the system propagated “no taxation, no representation”.307 As a result, the section shows, 

political life in (Trans)Jordan remained highly circumscribed during the Mandate and the early 

decades of independence.  

 During the Mandate period, Hashemite rule was limited by the tutelary power of the 

British. A formal agreement was signed between the United Kingdom and Abdullah in 1928 which 

explicitly provided the British with ultimate authority in the territory,308 allowing them to “set the 

rules of the game” in the Mandate.309 The power disparities that were present in the agreement 

were mirrored in domestic politics. An Organic Law was put into place the same year, creating a 

21-member Legislative Council to work alongside the extant Executive Council, which functioned 

as a kind of cabinet. The Legislative Council, however, had very limited independence from 

Abdullah. Seven of its members were appointed (several of whom came from the Executive 

Council) and it could be dissolved by Abdullah whenever he saw fit. As such, Robins argues that 

the main functions of the Council were to, firstly, act as a “political safety valve” allowing for 

further cooption of the tribal leaders and, secondly, serve as a forum for the airing and resolving 

of competing state and tribal interests.310  

 
307 Rex Brynen, “Economic Crisis and Post-Rentier Democratization in the Arab World: The Case of 
Jordan,” Canadian Journal of Political Science Vol. XXV No. 1 (1992): 75. See also Giacomo Luciani, 
“Allocation Vs. Production States,” in The Arab State, ed., Giacomo Luciani (University of California 
Press, 1990), 75. 
308 Robins, A History of Jordan, 36. 
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 Political life improved a little once Transjordan was granted independence following the 

Second World War, but it remained constrained. A new treaty with the United Kingdom was 

signed, and the Hashemite Kingdom of Transjordan – with Abdullah as its King – was formally 

declared in 1946, with its changing soon thereafter to “The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan”.311 

Jordan’s governance structures were subsequently codified in the Kingdom’s 1952 Constitution 

(following the integration of the West Bank and its Palestinian inhabitants into Jordan in the 1948 

War), which laid out a separation of powers and limits on the role of the head of state.312 A 

parliament was formed with 40 seats, which were filled by 20 members from the West Bank and 

20 members from Jordan (the East Bank). Jordanian politicians nostalgically refer to the few years 

that followed as the golden age of Jordanian politics – and, in particular, political party life. This 

is not entirely a case of rose-tinted glasses. The 1950s witnessed the emergence of urban-based 

ideological politics, some of the freest elections in Jordanian history, and the success of strong 

opposition parties in those elections.313 However, as Lust-Okar has shown, the power of the 

parliament and political parties during this time should not be overstated.314 The King continued 

 
311 The name “Jordan” first appeared in 1946, and for the next couple years remained interchangeable 
with “Transjordan”. The Transjordanian parliament officially christened the country the “Hashemite 
Kingdom of Jordan” when it declared independence on May 25, 1946. See “Public Notice No. 2 
Concerning the Name of the Kingdom,” June 1, 1949, in The Arab State and the Arab League: A 
Documentary Record, Vol. I Constitutional Developments, ed. Muhammed Khalil (Khayats, 1962), 53-4; 
and Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “Jordanian National Charter of 1991,” United Nations High 
Commission for Refugees (UNHCR), http://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b53b4.html. The new name 
was subsequently recognized by Britain in the second Anglo-Jordanian treaty, which was completed on 
June 17, 1946. However, it did not immediately replace “Transjordan” as the sole name of the country. 
Indeed, the 1946 Constitution, which was passed less than two months after the new name was made 
official, was enacted under the name, “The Constitution of Transjordan.” See “Constitution of 
Transjordan,” July 12, 1946, in The Arab State and the Arab League: A Documentary Record, Vol. I 
Constitutional Developments, ed. Muhammed Khalil (Khayats, 1962), 43-53. 
312 See Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Constitution of The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan,” January 
1, 1952, http://www.kinghussein.gov.jo/constitution_jo.html. 
313 Robins, A History of Jordan. 
314 Ellen Lust-Okar, “The Decline of Jordanian Political Parties: Myth or Reality?” International Journal 
of Middle East Studies Vol. 33, No. 4 (2001): 545-69. 



 

 

133 

to select the prime minister and, while the parliament could propose legislation, the King 

maintained the ability to veto any proposals and dissolve the parliament at his whim.  

 Any expanded political life that did exist was short lived. The 1952 Constitution not only 

guaranteed the pre-eminence of the King, but also provided him with the power to introduce 

martial law. After King Hussein bin Talal took power in 1952, he used this power in 1957 to 

introduce martial law for a short period and then introduced a prolonged period of martial law 

following the 1967 War and Israel’s seizure of the West Bank. This second period of martial law 

lasted for three decades, during which political parties were banned and – for most of which – the 

parliament was suspended. In place of an elected parliament, a National Consultative Council was 

introduced in 1978. This 60-member appointed body was made up of leading political figures of 

the time, hailing primarily from East Bank tribes.315 Thus, while further research would be needed 

to understand whether Jordan’s political institutions in the 1950s served as anything more than a 

democratic façade for a system of governance revolving around the King and his court, even these 

pretenses were abandoned by the mid-1970s.  

 

4. Fiscal Threats to the Political System  

 The preceding section explained that the Hashemite monarchy was able to skirt serious 

demands for greater public participation in decision making in the early years of the Kingdom. It 

was possible to maintain “no taxation, no representation” because there were consistent funds to 

underwrite such a system. But these funds were dependent on externally sourced rents, placing the 

monarchy in a highly precarious position. This section describes the declining economic position 

of Jordan in the 1980s, explaining that the monarchy needed to enact a series of reforms to stymy 

 
315 Robins, A History of Jordan.   



 

 

134 

growing opposition. However, the monarchy could not simply introduce economic or political 

reforms to satisfy the general public (particularly the East Bank Jordanians dependent on state 

employment and benefits) without upsetting its relationship with the tribal leaders – who had 

developed into a clientelist elite. As a result, this section explains, the monarchy employed a series 

of shallow reforms that ostensibly opened up political life in the Kingdom (thereby pacifying the 

public), while actually protecting – and institutionalizing – clientelist privileges.  

 As discussed above, the monarchy’s patron-client relationships and extensive public 

institutions were originally funded through an ever-expanding, British-supplied civil list. After the 

annexation of the West Bank in 1949 and the consequent inclusion of the Palestinian inhabitants 

and refugees, the financial importance of rents was reinforced by the introduction of aid from 

international organizations and the United States. Following Jordan’s forfeiture of the West Bank 

in the 1967 War, and the consequent loss of nearly one third of its economy, foreign aid began to 

constitute an even larger proportion of Jordan’s economy.316 And, while the importance of rents 

was already steadily rising, the oil boom in the mid-1970s expanded their significance 

exponentially, leading to an economic explosion in the Kingdom. Jordan’s economy increased 

sixfold between 1973 and 1983, largely because of increased aid from Gulf countries and 

remittances from Jordanians working there.317  

 The monarchy’s growing reliance on the rents for the financing of its patron-client 

relationships (and the state’s enormous public sector involved therein) placed the Kingdom in a 

vulnerable position. The dynamic nature of international politics and economics constantly 

endangered the continued flow of rents, jeopardizing the monarchy’s financial ability to distribute 

 
316 Laurie Brand, Palestinians in the Arab World: Institution Building and the Search for State (Columbia 
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patronage. This global dynamism proved especially problematic for Jordan in the early 1980s, 

when the “fat years” of the Arab petroleum industry rapidly came to an end. The slashed earnings 

of OPEC (Organization of Petroleum Exporting Countries) member countries negatively impacted 

both the oil states’ capacities to provide Jordan with economic assistance, as well as the incomes 

of Jordanian workers in OPEC countries and their opportunities for employment.318  

 The effects of the decline of oil revenues on Jordan’s economic, and thus political, position 

was exacerbated by the Iran-Iraq War. When the war began in 1980, Iraq was in the process of 

becoming Jordan’s closest ally. Eight years of subsequent conflict served to solidify an alliance 

and encourage greater co-dependence.319 Jordan initially profited from this close connection and 

therefore allowed itself to be drawn into an interdependent bilateral relationship with its eastern 

neighbor.320 Iraq’s war with Iran, however, took its toll on the Iraqi economy. Baghdad was forced 

to implement austerity measures by 1982, and Jordan consequently had to shoulder some of Iraq’s 

economic burden, supplying Iraq with credit to enable its continued purchase of Jordanian goods 

and debt repayment.321 As a result, Iraq owed Jordan no less than $835 million by 1989.322  

Jordan reached its financial breaking point with the outbreak of the Palestinian Intifadah 

in 1987. The Kingdom’s consequent legal and administrative disengagement from the West Bank 

in 1988 spared it the financial burden of bankrolling West Bank salaries and economic 

development projects; however, insecurity regarding both the dinar in the West Bank as well as 

 
318 The decline in remittances damaged the private sector. According to Warwick Knowles, it forced 
15,000 Jordanian workers to return home between 1982 and 1984. See Knowles, Jordan Since 1989, 64. 
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(2000): 40. 
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Journal Vol. 45, No. 1 (1991): 51-70. 
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the position of Palestinian-Jordanians in the East Bank resulted in a capital outflow of US$250 

million.323 Even before the 1991 Gulf War, therefore, the continued Hashemite reliance on rents 

and clientelism appeared untenable.324 With the effects of disengagement stacked upon the oil 

crisis and the Iran-Iraq War, Jordan’s continued dependence on rents and thus its continued ability 

to maintain its clientelist-based legitimacy, seemed beyond saving.325 

The acute decline in externally derived government income threatened the legitimacy and 

stability of the Hashemite monarchy.326 By the mid-1980s, Jordan was increasingly financing its 

budget through domestic, syndicate, and development loans. As its debt continued to rise, Jordan 

was forced to turn to the International Monetary Fund (IMF). The Kingdom, however, was 

appealing to the donor community at a time when growing importance was being placed upon 

economic aid conditionality.327 With the end of the Cold War in sight, international donors were 

less willing to pump aid into geostrategically important states.328 As such, when Jordan sought 

international assistance from the World Bank and IMF in the late 1980s, it, like all applicants at 

the time, was forced to comply with neoliberal aid conditionalities and it was pressured to 

implement a number of reforms (one of which was decentralization – discussed below).329  

 In its deal with the IMF, Jordan agreed to a five-year stabilization program, which included 

a pledge to reform its taxation system and reduce the budget deficit.330 To accomplish these goals, 
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the monarchy had to increase taxation and drastically slash public expenditures. The latter resulted 

in price increases for basic commodities that had hitherto been subsidized as well as cuts to 

Hashemite patronage, which has been primarily directed to tribes in rural and southern areas of the 

Kingdom.331 Because the East Bank support base that was brought into the state during the 

Mandate (as discussed above) remained reliant on public sector employment and benefits,332 they 

were disproportionally affected by the monarchy’s cuts to public expenditure and employment. At 

the same time, the neoliberalization of the economy benefitted Palestinian-Jordanians who were 

dominant in the private sector. It particularly benefitted a small subset of Palestinian-Jordanians 

who were emerging as a new economic elite.333 For many East Bankers, therefore, it seemed as if 

a zero-sum game was being played between them and Palestinian-Jordanians, with the pendulum 

of preferential treatment swinging toward the latter.  

 Outraged but lacking formal political avenues for expressing discontent (as the parliament 

was still suspended), the East Bank tribes stormed into the streets to protest the government’s new 

policies.334 Riots broke out in the southern city of Ma’an in April 1989, quickly spreading to other 

 
331 Glenn E. Robinson, “Defensive Democratization in Jordan,” International Journal of Middle East 
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towns in the south and as far north as al Salt.335 That the protests emerged in rural southern towns 

frightened the monarchy because it was this segment of the population upon which it had built the 

nucleus of its state.336 The protestors initially mobilized around demands for the reversal of price 

increases, but their requests soon grew into calls for an end to corruption and inequality, and then 

to appeals for greater political freedom and participation.337 Throughout the process, however, the 

protestors continued to affirm their loyalty to the Hashemite monarchy.338 Indeed, the protests 

were primarily motivated by, and centered on, economic interests.339  

In response to the protests, King Hussein announced a series of political reforms aimed at 

democratizing Jordan. In the immediate aftermath of the protests, it seemed that “no taxation, no 

representation” would be replaced with a “new social contract”, involving a “quid pro quo whereby 

a real democratic opening would be offered for acceptance of continued economic austerity”.340 

To this end, the monarchy implemented some tangible, albeit tightly controlled, changes to the 

political system. Six months after the outbreak of the April 1989 protests, Jordan held full 
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parliamentary elections for the first time in over 20 years.341 The reform momentum that the 

elections encouraged led to the monarchy’s easing of government control of the media, and in 

1990 the King commissioned a group of diverse representatives to draft a National Charter (al 

Mithaq al Watani), which was ratified in 1991. The Charter was presented as a Hashemite seal of 

approval for democratization, promising that the current political progress would constitute the 

foundation of a new political life in the Kingdom.342 The next year, the last provisions of martial 

law were lifted and a new law on political parties was introduced, allowing political pluralism to 

expand.343 With this rapid progress, many Jordanians began to believe that the monarchy was 

earnestly pursing democratization.344  

Despite these early reforms and optimism, it soon became evident that there were 

limitations on how far the monarchy was willing to proceed in the direction of democracy. While 

the monarchy was prepared to pass reforms to open up the political system and allow greater 

participation and free speech, it was unwilling to allow a significant devolution of its extant powers 

and transform Jordan into a genuine democracy.345 Throughout the reform process, the monarchy 
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ensured that the changes would affect neither its own political power nor that of clientelist elite 

who continued to benefit from patronage and who maintained key positions within the 

government. Instead, Jordan underwent a process of what has been variously described as 

“defensive democratization” and “authoritarian upgrading”.346 In an attempt to pre-empt further 

opposition – and to a lesser extent appease the donor community – the monarchy undertook limited 

reforms that were sufficient to weather the crisis, but not to alter the Kingdom’s key power 

structures. Facing both international and domestic pressure for political and economic 

restructuring, King Hussein, like other oligarchs, used democratization “as a means of prolonging 

[his] own rule, achieving international legitimacy, and minimizing domestic opposition”.347  

King Hussein deemed these tactics necessary because the neoliberal economic reforms 

upon which Jordan’s donors made aid to the Kingdom conditional placed the monarchy in a 

difficult position. Jordan’s initial compliance with IMF conditions had already pushed traditional 

East Bank loyalists into the streets. Continued compliance with the IMF’s demands would not only 

further antagonize the broader (mostly East Bank) population that had thus far borne the brunt of 

the reforms, but it could start to impact the clientelist elite whose privileges had thus far been 

protected. The monarchy was obliged to adhere to its IMF-dictated restructuring plan, but it wanted 

to avoid losing any further support from its two bases. The monarchy consequently attempted to 

pacify its key constituencies during the process of economic reform by simultaneously 

constructing a democratic façade that would both pacify the public (especially the rural East 

Bankers) on the one hand while maintaining clientelist elite privileges on the other.  
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 Thus, the economic crisis forced the monarchy to find a new means of ensuring legitimacy, 

but it was not accomplished through a genuine political opening. Jordan’s “new social contract” 

was not predicated upon a “quid pro quo” for “real” democratic reform. Instead, the new social 

contract involved two different deals. The Jordanian public, particularly East Bank Jordanians who 

represented the monarchy’s base, agreed to neoliberal economic reform in exchange for the 

promise of greater influence on policy (a promise left largely unfulfilled), while the clientelist elite 

agreed to tolerate limited politico-economic liberalization so long as the changes did not affect 

existing clientelist structures and privileges (a promise more genuinely kept).348  

  

5. Balancing Formal Institutions with Informal Influence 

This section examines the shallow reform process that King Hussein implemented in the 

face of Jordan’s fiscal crisis. The section begins by outlining the dynamics of Jordan’s parliament: 

the centerpiece of the King’s reforms. It explains that he presented the reopened parliament as a 

platform through which the discontented public could exert greater influence on policy, but he also 

used the institution as a disguised-in-the-open channel for the perpetuation of the clientelist status 

quo amidst pressure for neoliberal reform.349 In this way, the section explains, King Hussein killed 

two birds with one stone; on the one hand he used the parliament to establish a life support system 

for the clientelist relationships that were being threatened by the economic crisis and to 

institutionalize the privileges of the burgeoning neoliberal elite. On the other hand, the legislative 

body helped to appease public (and to a lesser extent, international) demands for political reform 
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emerging from the same economic crisis. The parliament thereby personifies the general balancing 

act that the monarchy performed between establishing the formal institutions of democracy and 

maintaining the informal, clientelist influences that have existed since the Mandate. The remainder 

of the section then explains this balance of formal institutions and processes with the historically 

conditioned informal rules of the game, highlighting their implications for governance – and policy 

making.  

The reopened parliament appeared to be a genuine move toward enhanced public 

participation in political life because seats within the newly opened institution were openly and 

fiercely contested, but King Hussein ensured that the parliament lacked both influence over policy 

and the ability to form the government. The stakes of the electoral game were consequently 

reduced to access to state resources.350 As such, candidates could (almost) freely compete, but they 

could only vie for access to resources. This situation carried significant implications for voter 

calculations.351 Jordanians chose to willingly elect candidates who could leverage their enhanced 

access to resources and distribute them to their supporters.352 This dynamic buttressed the existing 

clientelist relationships (and privileges of the nascent neoliberal elite); candidates who had a good 

relationship with the state – and were consequently more likely to gain access to resources – 

became highly attractive.353 As such, a candidate’s ideology, political experience, and competence 
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became subordinate to his or her relationship to the monarchy.354 Thus, Jordanian voters cast their 

ballots for candidates who possess the greatest potential ability to access resources and distribute 

wasta (connections), and, in the process, willingly reinforce dominant power structures. 

A key result of these dynamics was the dominance of parliament by representatives who 

were uninterested in reform, especially reform that would undercut the parliament’s role as a 

mechanism for patronage. Just as the shayukh had an interest in Abdullah’s rule during the 

Mandate, so too did the deputies now have a stake in preventing reform. Indeed, because of the 

electoral dynamics of the legislature, only a few candidates managed to get elected who had more 

ambitious political goals, and political parties were rendered almost irrelevant in this context. As 

noted above, political parties were not particularly strong in the 1950s and the subsequent 30 years 

of being illegal did not strengthen their position.355 As a result, although the parliament has not 

been completely denied political and policy influence, there have been few voices in the parliament 

who are willing to sacrifice pork politics to push their policy agendas. And while even a shallow 

parliament could be leveraged for great influence, few deputies were willing to take that risk. And 

little has changed since the parliament was re-introduced. Even Jordan’s own Arab Uprisings 

resulted in only cosmetic changes to the system.  

As the example of Jordan’s parliament highlights, the Hashemite efforts to maintain the 

support of its different constituents through “authoritarian upgrading” has resulted in a system that 

includes the formal architecture of a democracy but maintains the clientelist systems that that was 

 
354 In a phone survey conducted by the Identity Center, participants were asked, “Do you think that MPs 
as individuals have political experience?” In response, 100% answered in the negative. See Identity 
Center, “Policy Paper: Policy Paper: Fostering a Parliamentary Democracy in Jordan through Electoral 
Reform,” March 2014. 
355 Reflecting wider ideological transformation across the region, the only party to emerge in a position of 
strength was the Muslim Brotherhood, but the government was not keen to allow them to parlay their 
position into strong political representation. 
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cobbled together in the Mandate period. The monarchy has had to the preserve this system because 

it has become a vital piece of maintaining state stability. Any policy that could disrupt the 

mechanisms of this system is highly sensitive (as noted in chapter 3) because it challenges the 

privileges of an “ossified layer of elites seeking to protect their own interests”356 and, by extension 

their support for the monarchy. These informal dynamics therefore help to define the red lines of 

Jordanian policy making.  

This continued existence of patron-client relationships creates mutual interdependence 

between the monarchy and its clients, which means there must be a degree of consensus and 

compromise on policies. Given that this ossified elite is heavily represented within Jordan’s policy-

making institutions (and the executive, in particular), these compromises are hammered out as a 

policy is drafted by the executive and reviewed by the legislature. Achieving these compromises 

involves significant, tactful maneuvering because, despite the interdependence, the involved actors 

neither have identical interests nor pursue the same policy outcomes. As an aggregate, in fact, the 

ossified layer is more protective of the clientelist system than the monarchy and will not always 

see their priorities as being in line with those of the monarchy. They tend not to tackle policy issues 

head on, but indirectly torpedo the processes. As such, former Deputy Prime Minister Marwan 

Muasher refers to them as the “guardians of the state”.357 In an interview, he explained that they 

are not necessarily guarding the King’s vision of the state, but what they think that vision ought to 

 
356 Marwan Muasher, “A Decade of Struggling Reform Efforts in Jordan: The Resilience of the Rentier 
System,” Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, May 11, 2011, 
https://carnegieendowment.org/2011/05/11/decade-of-struggling-reform-efforts-in-jordan-resilience-of-
rentier-system-pub-43939. 
357 Muasher, “A Decade of Struggling Reform Efforts in Jordan.”  
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be – they think they know best.358 Given that they are protecting colonial-era structures, the King 

has disparagingly referred to these elites as Jordan’s political “dinosaurs”.359 

This divergence of elite and royal interests is, at least in part, a function of the monarchy’s 

need to balance the clientelist interests against a number of others, including the interests of the 

broader Jordanian public. Although the public (particularly the East Bankers) has benefitted from 

smaller-scale forms of patronage, including state employment, social services, and low taxation, 

they increasingly oppose the corrupt excesses of the state. Especially since the decline of external 

rents and the consequent introduction of neoliberal reforms in the early 1990s, Jordanians have 

demanded an end to corruption and greater democratization. This pressure, in addition to the 

democratic encouragement of Jordan’s Global North benefactors, has resulted in the need to, at 

least ostensibly, tackle corruption and support political reform. This has ensured the maintenance 

– and ongoing enhancement – of the formal architecture of a democratic state. Even though this 

institutional infrastructure is largely a façade and a by-product of processes of authoritarian 

upgrading that have entrenched these institutions within the clientelist system,360 the regime’s 

commitment to a democratic minimum and an image of reform means that these institutions are 

not completely marginalized from the policy process. Crucially, this commitment means that the 

formal steps of Jordan’s policy-making process are followed and the actors in those institutions 

are able to have input – even if that input is limited at times (as discussed in chapters 5 and 6).  

 

 
358 Interview with author, Marwan Muasher, Amman, Jordan July 8, 2020. 
359 Jeffrey Goldberg, “The Modern King in the Arab Spring,” The Atlantic, April 2013, 
https://www.theatlantic.com/magazine/archive/2013/04/monarch-in-the-middle/309270/. 
360 Glenn E. Robinson, “Defensive Democratization in Jordan,” International Journal of Middle East 
Studies Vol. 30, No. 3 (1998): 387-410; Kathrine Rath, “The Process of Democratization in Jordan,” 
Middle Eastern Studies Vol. 30, No. 3 (1994): 530-57; Malik Mufti, “Elite Bargains and the Onset of 
Political Liberalization in Jordan,” Comparative Political Studies Vol. 32, No. 1 (February 1999): 100-29; 
and Robert Springborg, “Negotiated Transitions to Democracy,” Critique Vol. 5 (1994): 1-8. 
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6. Politicly Influenced Policy Legacies 

Beyond influencing the formal institutions involved in policy making, the entrenchment of 

clientelism into Jordan’s institutions also created policy legacies because Jordan’s subnational 

structures have served as vital mechanisms for the distribution of patrimony. These dynamics have 

impacted all subsequent efforts to introduce governance reform. When policy makers have – on 

numerous occasions – considered decentralization reforms, they did not start with a blank slate. 

Instead, they confronted policy legacies that conditioned the limits of the debate. They also had to 

face off against actors whose privileges depended on maintaining the incumbent system.  

 

6.1 Jordan’s Local Governance Policy Legacies  

Policy legacies are paramount because policy is not made by reviewing all potential 

options, but by making incremental adjustments to the existing system.361 When policy makers 

approached decentralization reforms in 2014 and 2015, they did not face the question of how and 

to what extent centralized clientelist relationship would be transposed to the subnational level, but 

how the legislation would affect a patron-client system that has long depended on a particular 

subnational governance configuration. These legacies also create increasing returns. The positive 

feedback of previous policies does not prevent alternative options from being considered or 

selected, but it can render certain outcomes more likely.362 Crucial for decentralization was, firstly, 

that patron-clientelism did not just affect the thinking around decentralization, but subnational 

governance was already a central component of the patron-client system, and, secondly, that long-

 
361 Charles Lindblom, “The Science of ‘Muddling Through’,” Public Administration Review Vol. 19, No. 
2 (1959): 79-88. 
362 Paul Pierson, “Increasing Returns, Path Dependence and the Study of Politics,” American Political 
Science Review Vol. 96, No. 4 (2000): 697-712. 
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term trends toward increased centralization and executive control at the subnational level were 

clearly manifest. These two factors further demarcated the red lines of decentralization policy.  

Municipal politics has served as an extension of what Lust describes as “competitive 

clientelism”,363 wherein parliamentary representation revolves around patronage, and voters 

determine their choices based on their perception of who can deliver goods. Members of the House 

of Representatives (as well as government officials) frequently enlist municipal assistance to 

address the demands of their constituency by creating employment and providing services in their 

electoral districts.364 The existing clientelism was also manifest in the distribution of funds to 

municipalities, which reflected political rather than developmental or equalization calculations, 

with a deliberate bias toward municipalities dominated by East Bank Jordanians, a select few in 

particular, and largely against those municipalities with large Palestinian-Jordanian populations.365 

The clientelist use of municipalities was even evident in the delimiting of subnational 

boundaries.366 Municipalities steadily increased in number (until the amalgamation of 

 
363 Ellen Lust, “Democratization by Elections? Competitive Clientelism in the Middle East,” Journal of 
Democracy Vol. 20, No. 3 (2009): 122-35.  
364 Janine Clark, Local Politics in Jordan and Morocco: Strategies of Centralization and Decentralization 
(Columbia University Press, 2018). 
365 World Bank, “General Analysis of the Municipal Sector: Annex B,” in “The Hashemite Kingdom of 
Jordan Ministry of Tourism and Antiquities, Third Tourism Development Project: Secondary Cities 
Revitalization Study,” Washington, D.C., 2005. 
366 The same political considerations are reflected at the governorate level. Al Zarqa’, al Mafraq, and al 
Tafilah were formed by removing territory (and populations) from the governorates of Amman, Irbid, and 
al Karak, respectively. This served to counterbalance the weight of these latter three cities where 
Palestinian refugees were concentrated and to create employment (for East Bank Jordanians) in the police 
and administration. See Petra L. Doan, “Changing Administrative Regions in Jordan: Regional 
Development Strategy of Distraction?” Tijdschrift voor Economische en Sociale Vol. 82, No. 3 (1991): 
180. Also see Myriam Ababsa, “Jordanie: la Décentralisation par Décision Centralisée et la Démocratie 
par Volonté Royale,” in Local Governments and Public Goods: Assessing Decentralization in the Arab 
World, eds. Mona Harb and Sami Attalah (Beirut: Lebenese Center for Policy Studies and Open Society 
Foundations, 2015), 137-86. 
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municipalities in 2000 as a result of municipal financial crises).367 Data collected by the World 

Bank regarding this process strongly indicates political interference to please individual tribes by 

granting them their own municipality.368 With each tribe having its own mayor, tribes obtained 

more access to wasta (connections), and therefore to services, employment, and resources. 

The use of subnational governance for patrimony was facilitated by an ongoing reduction 

of subnational autonomy. At the time of Jordan’s independence, the monarchy committed itself to 

policies of local participation and decentralization. The 1955 Municipalities Law granted 

municipal councils a fairly wide mandate, outlining 39 distinct responsibilities.369 Since 

independence, however, power was slowly retrenched from the subnational institutions, with this 

process speeding up in response to a growing municipal financial crisis in the 1990s.370 The central 

government repeatedly used its powers to claw back municipal responsibilities, either through 

formal amendments or via other policy tools, such as executive orders, redistributing them to the 

central ministries.371 New laws were subsequently introduced in 2007 and 2011, each listing fewer 

municipal responsibilities than the last, and the actual responsibilities that were performed by the 

municipalities decreased even further.372 As a result, increasing authority was placed in the hands 

of the Cabinet.  

 
367 Interviewed mayors as well as municipal and local council members noted that the newly established 
local councils in the 2015 decentralization legislation play a similar clientelist function to the high 
number of small municipalities pre amalgamation.  
368 World Bank, “Fiscal Decentralization in the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan,” Washington, D.C., 1995. 
369 Ababsa notes that this included service provision (educational, health, leisure, water, electrical, 
transportation, and communication services), as well as administrative, inspection, financial, and legal 
responsibilities. See Ababsa, “Jordanie.” 
370 Clark, Local Politics in Jordan and Morocco. 
371 Adnan Hayajneh, “UCLG Country Profiles: The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan,” United Cities and 
Local Government, 2008. 
372 Ababsa, “Jordanie.” 
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Of course, some governance functions remained at the subnational level, but, even here, 

the local locus of authority shifted from elected officials to executive authorities. That is, there was 

an increasing tendency for subnational authority to be exercised by centrally appointed but 

deconcentrated officials rather than locally elected representatives. Some of these dynamics were 

not new. For instance, governorates – led by an appointed governor under the Ministry of Interior 

– had long received significantly higher budgets than elected municipalities. In the lead up to the 

decentralization reforms, governorates received approximately one third of total government 

spending (most of which went to security) – about ten times the funding of municipalities.373 What 

was new, however, was the increasing presence of executive power at the subnational level, the 

imposition of which has typically been justified through an economic rationale that suggests 

technocracy as distinct from – and superior to – politics. However, new positions and structures 

were introduced to reinforce this dynamic. City managers were also appointed to large 

municipalities in the lead up to the 1993 elections and remained thereafter, intended to help “reduce 

the workload of the mayors”. Career civil servants reporting to the Ministry of Municipal Affairs, 

the managers were ostensibly supposed to implement council decisions, but the authority of these 

managers in relation to that of the mayors was not always clear and, in some cases, appointed 

managers and not mayors were soon running the municipalities.374 Then, in the 2007 

Municipalities Law, municipal executive directors were also added to work “in conjunction” with 

the mayor and oversee the day-to-day administration of the municipalities. Also appointed by the 

Ministry of Municipal Affairs, these directors further challenged the powers of elected officials in 

the municipalities. While these appointed officials are technically under the mayor, the hierarchical 

 
373 This is based on European Union calculations from 2010. See Clark, Local Politics in Jordan and 
Morocco, 106. 
374 National Democratic Institute, “Democracy and Local Government in Jordan: 1995 Municipal 
Elections,” Amman, 1995, 7. 
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relationships in practice are dictated by the personalities and the wasta of each individual. Power 

also shifted away from elected municipalities through the introduction of regional development 

groups, such as the Jordan Valley Association (JVA) and the Aqaba Social Economic Zone 

Authority (ASEZA; previously the Aqaba Regional Authority). While addressing economic issues, 

these groups removed decision-making authority from the municipalities and placed them under 

bodies directly under the prime minister.375 

Thus, in addition to Jordan’s overall political dynamics that dictate the formal and informal 

rules of the Kingdom’s policy game, the historical use of the subnational system for patron-

clientelism as well as the trends of centralization and greater executive control demarcated the 

limits of policy debates on decentralization. When decentralization came onto the agenda in 2014, 

therefore, the policy stage was already set. The formal process, the informal rules of the game, and 

the policy legacies all helped to delimit the parameters of possible discussions on decentralization, 

rendering it difficult to pursue policies that departed significantly from the historically defined 

expectations  

 

6.2 Path-Dependent Decentralization Discussions 

The clearly established parameters of possible discussions on decentralization were 

reflected in the earliest attempts to pursue decentralization, which were made in 2005 and 2008, 

as well as the final form of the decentralization legislation that was passed in 2015. As this section 

shows, the earlier attempts were blocked because of concerns among Jordan’s clientelist elites that 

the process would changes the political status quo and thereby disrupt their privileges. Likewise, 

 
375 A similar development also occurred at the center. Amman was restructured and the Greater Amman 
Municipality was created by amalgamating several municipal and village councils surrounding Amman in 
1985. 
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the 2015 reforms only passed because they were sufficiently shallow to ensure that they would not 

affect the extant political system – and would thus simply constitute another instance of 

authoritarian upgrading.376  

In addition to international pressure for decentralization that swept across the region in the 

1980s as part of the neoliberal agenda’s focus on good governance,377 significant pressure for 

subnational reform has existed in Jordan since the 1970s due to widening inter-municipal 

discrepancies related to wealth and services.378 East Bank Jordanians had been calling for an 

increase in the power of local governments as a means of rectifying inter-regional imbalances. 

Following a raft of failed reforms, a growing service delivery crisis among municipalities, and 

significant international and domestic pressure for political reform beginning in the 1990s, Jordan 

was forced to consider decentralization. A formal process of decentralization was subsequently 

brought onto the public policy agenda in 2005 when HM King Abdullah II officially indicated his 

support for a formal process of decentralization. He noted:  

As political development is the gateway to the full participation of all segments of the 

grassroots and civil society institutions in the various aspects of the development 

process, I assert here that political development should start at the grassroots level, 

then move up to decision-making centres, and not vice-versa.379 

The King’s declaration of support placed decentralization firmly on the policy agenda, 

emphasizing its potential as a tool for economic and political development. Following his speech, 

 
376 Erik Vollmann, Miriam Bohn, Roland Sturm, and Thomas Demmelhuber, “Decentralisation as 
Authoritarian Upgrading? Evidence from Jordan and Morocco,” The Journal of North African Studies 
(published online 2020). 
377 David Craig and Doug Porter, Development Beyond Neoliberalism? Governance, Poverty Reduction 
and Political Economy (Routledge, 2006), 6. 
378 Clark, Local Politics in Jordan and Morocco. 
379 Abdullah bin al Hussein, “To the Nation Announcing the Decentralization Plan,” Amman, January 26, 
2005, https://kingabdullah.jo/en/speeches/nation-announcing-decentralisation-plan. 
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the King appointed a Royal Commission of the Regions to turn his vision into action. It was given 

this name because the focus of decentralization at this juncture was the creation of three regions 

(north, center, south) that would constitute the highest level of subnational governance – above the 

extant governorates and municipalities. While vague, the plan carried the potential to transfer 

primary responsibility for many areas of planning, spending, and service delivery from Amman to 

the regions.  

The plan was met with fierce criticism from the clientelist elites – who not only have seats 

in the parliament but also dominate the ministries and other key government institutions. Concerns 

over federalization (and the potential inclusion of other “regions”, most notably the West Bank) 

were also voiced. Muasher, who at this juncture was the deputy prime minister and later a senator, 

noted that these concerns were either a function of the law’s being misunderstood or of its being 

“understood too well”.380 That is, opponents either introduced the discussion of federalism and its 

broader implications because they misunderstood how the new system would affect governance 

or, conversely, they clearly understood that it could undermine the very system of wasta on which 

the clientelist elite relied and consequently introduced a discourse they knew could scuttle the 

debate. In the end, these concerns prevailed; consensus was not obtained, and the momentum for 

decentralization was lost.381  

 The 2005 decentralization plan (which was re-examined in 2008)382 threatened to undermine 

 
380 Marwan Muasher, interview with the author, Amman, Jordan, July 8, 2020. 
381 Robert Satloff, “A Reform Initiative in Jordan: Trying to Keep Pace with Iraqi and Palestinian 
Elections,” The Washington Institute for Near East Policy, 2005, 
https://www.washingtoninstitute.org/policy-analysis/view/a-reform-initiative-in-jordan-trying-to-keep-
pace-with-iraqi-and-palestinia. 
382 The 2005 proposal was re-examined in 2008 at the behest of the King who formally advocated the 
policy in his speech from the throne in October of 2008. Yet, once again the government failed to reach 
consensus regarding concrete steps for implementation, with concerns over jurisdiction, authority, and 
regional divisions preventing the plan’s progress. Ambassador Robert Stephen Beecroft, “King Renews 
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the patron-client system upon which the clientelist elite rely. It would have represented a 

significant departure from the legacy of using local politics for patron-clientelism and a significant 

turn away from the trends of growing central and executive control. It therefore crossed significant 

red lines. The subsequent legislation that was put forth, which ultimately became the 2015 

Decentralization Law and the 2015 Municipalities Law, was much more explicit – and explicitly 

limited – thereby making it more palatable. From the start, the legislation was designed to avoid 

disrupting the status quo, and traditional forces within the government subsequently ensured the 

status quo was protected throughout.  

 

6.3 Shallow Decentralization Reforms 

 This section briefly outlines the changes that were made as a result of the 2015 

decentralization process, which involved the passing of a Decentralization Law and a 

Municipalities Law. While the process involved considerable structural changes to Jordan’s 

subnational structure, the changes, the section explains, were shallow, yielding limited impact on 

actual governance.  

 Before the 2015 Decentralization Law and the 2015 Municipalities Law, Jordan’s 

subnational governance was organized along two tiers: governorates and municipalities. Each of 

the Kingdom’s 12 governorates was headed by a governor who represented the Ministry of 

Interior. The governor was supported by two appointed bodies: an executive council and a 

consultative council. The executive council was made up of the directors of governorate-level 

ministerial directorates. The consultative council was appointed by the Ministry of Interior and 

was composed of members of the parliament, mayors, and heads of civil society organizations. 

 
Calls for Decentralization, Government Stalls for Time,” U.S. Embassy, Amman, April 15, 2009, https: 
//wikileaks.org/plusd/cables/09AMMAN886_a.html. 
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Below the governorate level, Jordan is divided into municipalities. Before 2015, Jordanians 

directly elected municipal councils and mayors, both of which were under the jurisdiction of the 

Ministry of Municipal Affairs (except for the Greater Amman, which was directly under the Prime 

Ministry). 

 

 

Figure 1 Jordan's Subnational Governance System before 2015 

  

 Both tiers of subnational governance were reformed in 2015. The main change introduced 

by the Decentralization Law was the replacement of the consultative councils with governorate 

councils (also referred to as decentralization councils). After 2015, each of the 12 governorates 

had a council that was 85 percent directly elected and 15 percent appointed by the prime minister. 

Changes were also made at the municipal level though accompanying revisions to the existing 

Municipalities Law. The revisions introduced a new tier of subnational governance below the 

extant municipalities. Jordanians now directly elected members of the 301 local councils. These 

local councils were given a very limited role, but the heads of the councils (elected by the members 
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of the council) acted as indirectly elected members of the municipal councils.  

 During the drafting of the 2015 legislation, there was extensive discussion about the 

potential advantages of decentralization. Prompted by bilateral and multilateral donors (and the 

King’s statements about the process), much of the dialogue focused on the democratic benefits; 

however, the system outlined in the Decentralization Law was too shallow for real democratic 

gains. The Law added two new levels of elected subnational governance, but the councils at these 

levels were not provided with any significant autonomy or power – or even a clear role or 

constituency. As a result, they were not given the power to influence subnational policy (or 

threaten the clientelist system), with little genuine change to the governance system actually 

occurring. As a result, the more ambitious goals for the reform process were not realized – and the 

political status quo remained unscathed.  

 

 

Figure 2 Jordan's Subnational Governance System after 2015 



 

 

156 

 

7. Conclusion 

 After more than a decade of efforts to launch a decentralization process in Jordan, 

legislation was finally put in place in 2015. And yet, unlike the earlier decentralization initiatives 

in the 2000s, the 2015 legislation was clearly designed to ensure that Jordan’s governance status 

quo and centralized clientelist system – the roots of which were planted in the Mandate period – 

would remain in place. Jordan’s complex political history conditioned not only the institutional 

configuration of Jordan’s overall policy-making system, but also the specific legacies of the local 

governance subsystem. As policy makers approached decentralization in 2015, therefore, clear 

parameters were in place to dictate the possibilities of that reform process. The next two chapters 

delves into the details of the process leading to the 2015 legislation, explaining the complex 

interactions that occurred within the established parameters.  
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Chapter 5: Executive Competition over Local Governance 

Reform 
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1. Introduction  

Drawing on a comparison of the processes through which the 2015 Decentralization Law 

and Municipalities Laws were passed, this chapter examines the executive policy-making arenas, 

providing an empirical basis for the introduction of a model for Jordanian policy making in chapter 

7. It makes three key arguments. It shows firstly that the King and Royal Court outlined a clearer 

vision for the more sensitive Decentralization Law than the less sensitive Municipalities Law. 

Whereas the King acted as a linchpin for the Municipalities Law, he placed more pressure on the 

executive actors to work toward his vision for the Decentralization Law. Secondly, both laws 

involved significant inter-ministerial competition over leadership and drafting, but the contestation 

over the Decentralization Law was political, while the debates around the Municipalities Law were 

more technical. Thirdly, the role of the Legislative and Opinions Bureau was limited for both laws, 

but the assigned Bureau team was able to have some technical engagement on the Municipalities 

Law, while the Bureau’s engagement on the Decentralization Law was largely limited to the lead 

ministry.  

 
2. Variability of Monarchical Visions 

This section explains how the two laws arrived on the national policy agenda. While 

policies technically need to be proposed by the prime minister or a group of more than 10 

parliamentarians, the King often acts as the agenda setter. In the case of the Decentralization Law, 

the King deliberately brought the issue onto the agenda and engaged with a range of governance 

institutions to indicate clear preferences during the subsequent drafting of the legislation. In the 

case of the Municipalities Law, by contrast, the issue was only brought onto the agenda because it 

had to be reviewed to accommodate the Decentralization Law. As such, the King did not define 

its form or subsequently engage as directly in its drafting, playing only a referee role between 
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inter-governmental disagreements. The section further explains that this divergence set the tone 

for the remainder of the policy process, with the King playing a more active role in the drafting of 

the Decentralization Law to ensure his vision was protected, while he served more as a linchpin 

for the debates around the Municipalities Law.  

 

2.1 A Centralized Vision for Decentralization  

After the failures of the 2005 and 2008 decentralization initiatives (discussed in chapter 4), 

regional-level decentralization was consigned to the legislative scrapheap.383 Focus turned toward 

governorate-level decentralization, with explicit reference made to a royal initiative launched in 

2002 (following a visit to Ajloun where the King discussed regional inequality) that granted the 

governor a developmental role in his area.384 In 2009, the Ministry of Planning formed a committee 

for this new approach to decentralization, and the Prime Minister established a technical working 

group on decentralization to develop a Decentralization Strategic Framework.385 Momentum for 

this new governorate focus was, however, lost during the Arab Uprisings. Although 

decentralization discussions continued amidst turmoil in the Kingdom and the region, 

decentralization sat on the backburner, with months passing without a single meeting of the new 

committee been held.386 

 
383 Interview with author, interviewee 20 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, September 10, 2019.  
384 Interview with author, interviewee 24 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 11, 2019. See 
“‘Ministers’ Approve Preliminary Reading of the Decentralization and Municipalities Project,” al Ghad, 
April 13, 2014, https://alghad.com/ ا-يعورشمل-ةیلوألا-ةءارقلا-رقی-ءارزولا /. 
385 See Myriam Ababsa, “Jordanie: la Décentralisation par Décision Centralisée et la Démocratie par 
Volonté Royale,” in Local Governments and Public Goods: Assessing Decentralization in the Arab World, 
eds. Mona Harb and Sami Attalah (Beirut: Lebenese Center for Policy Studies and Open Society 
Foundations, 2015), 137-86. 
386 Interview with author, interviewee 79 (governance expert in international institution), phone interview, 
September 5, 2020.  
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As the momentum of the Arab Uprisings began to dissipate, the King re-emphasized the 

need for subnational governance reform, placing decentralization back on the agenda at the end of 

2012. In addition to the earlier motivation for decentralization as a tool for addressing regional 

imbalances, decentralization was also presented as a response to the 2011-2012 protests. While 

decentralization was not a direct demand of the opposition, the King framed the process as a 

response to some of their concerns.387 Returning to the vision he laid out in 2005 (as noted in 

chapter 4), he emphasized that decentralization would support greater public participation in 

decision-making and development efforts. In a series of discussion papers that he began to publish 

in 2012, he noted the importance of putting decentralization legislation in place in order to deepen 

Jordan’s democratic transition, emphasizing that decentralization would facilitate the participation 

of the Jordanian public in decision-making and local development initiatives, which would, in turn, 

allow for key issues of concern, such as unemployment, to be more effectively addressed.388 

Although there were conflicting understandings of decentralization,389 the government generally 

framed decentralization in response to this royal vision, presenting it as a means of enhancing 

democratic governance and achieving better representation among the communities in the 

governorates that had driven the protests.390  

 
387 Interview with author, interviewee 7 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, September 2, 2019.  
388 Abdullah bin al Hussein, “Goals, Achievements and Conventions: Pillars for Deepening Our 
Democratic Transition,” Website of King Abdullah II, October 13, 2014, 
https://kingabdullah.jo/en/discussion-papers/goals-achievements-and-conventions-pillars-deepening-our-
democratic-transition. See also “The King: The Reform Process in the Kingdom Is Proceeding According 
to a Clear Roadmap,” al Ghad, April 6, 2014, https://alghad.com/ فو-ریست-ةكلمملا-يف-حالصإلا-ةریسم-كلملا /. 
389 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 76 (governance expert in international institution), phone 
interview, August 26, 2020; and interview with author, interviewee 79 (governance expert in international 
institution), phone interview, September 5, 2020. 
390 See “Al-Masri: The “Municipalities” and “Decentralization” Projects Enhance Popular Participation in 
Decision Making,” al Ghad, May 13, 2014, https://alghad.com/ ةیزكرماللاو-تایدلبلا-اعورشم-يرصملا /. 
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This royal vision also appealed to Western donors and international organizations.391 These 

actors had long supported decentralization in Jordan because of the process’ alignment with the 

post-Washington Consensus development agenda.392 However, while there was a degree of 

international pressure for decentralization and other good governance reforms before 2011, it 

lessened in the aftermath of the Arab Uprisings because of the increased focus of international 

actors on the security and stability of the Kingdom.393 A number of donors were “cautious of 

reforms and waited to be asked for input,”394 but they were happy to support the King’s 

decentralization initiative in the wake of the Arab Uprisings because it seemed to represent a 

meaningful commitment to democratic reform and a road to improved governance.395 Although 

the democratic framing of the process would later unravel and therefore lose some of its potential 

international patrons. Donors were content at this early stage to provide political and financial 

support to encourage the progressive policy that was in line with the softer neoliberal priorities.396 

Indeed, as key ministers involved at the time noted, it was the promise of substantial funds from 

the United States and European Union that really helped to drive the momentum of the process, 

even though they “were not sure where these rumours came from”.397  

 
391 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 77 (diplomat), Amman, Jordan, August 27, 2020; and 
interview with author, interviewee 103 (diplomat), phone interview, September 30, 2020.  
392 For a discussion of the post-Washington Consensus, see David Craig and Doug Porter, Development 
Beyond Neoliberalism? Governance, Poverty Reduction and Political Economy (Routledge, 2006), ch. 3. 
393 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 15 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 8, 
2019; and interview with author, interviewee 34 (governance expert in international institution), Beirut, 
Lebanon, November 27, 2019. See also E.J. Karmel, “Supporting Civil Society: Jordan’s Changing 
Development Landscape,” in Middle Power in the Middle East: Canada's Foreign and Defence Policies 
in a Changing Region, eds., Thomas Juneau and Bessma Momani (University of Toronto Press, 2022).  
394 Interview with author, interviewee 31 (governance expert in international institution), Amman, Jordan, 
November 13, 2019. 
395 Interview with author, interviewee 2 (governance expert in international institution), Amman, Jordan, 
August 26, 2019.  
396 Interview with author, interviewee 18 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, August 9, 2019.  
397 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 49 (government official), Amman, Jordan, December 17, 
2019; and interview with author, interviewee 70 (government official), Amman, Jordan, August 23, 2020. 
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Against this backdrop, when Prime Minister Abdullah al Ensour was given his second 

mandate in March 2013 (as the seventeenth parliament of Jordan took their seats), the King gave 

him clear instructions to take forward decentralization, asking him to “apply the decentralization 

approach to enhance citizen participation in decision-making, especially at the local level”.398 

Court pressure for progress toward decentralization subsequently increased as the year progressed 

and moved into 2014, placing the issue squarely on the government’s agenda and pressuring the 

reluctant al Ensour to expedite the process.399  

Although the King instructed the government to move forward the process of 

decentralization and provided the broad royal vision (noted above) for what the process should 

entail, he did not specifically define how to take it forward.400 As noted by the then head of the 

Senate (and former prime minister), Abdelraouf al Rawabdeh, the King “gave the overall direction 

of the policy, but the government decided how to take it forward. [The King] did not say how 

exactly to do it”.401 In response, the 2009 inter-ministerial committee on decentralization, with 

some changes to its membership, was put back to work to push forward the process under the 

chairmanship of the Ministry of Interior. In line with its original mandate to fulfill the King’s 

vision of decentralization, the committee focused on leveraging governorate-level reform to 

support bottom-up development and, in particular, the identification of local needs.402 

While the King did not specify the details of decentralization, he established explicit 

parameters within which the government had to work to fulfill his vision for this sensitive policy 

 
398 Abdullah bin al Hussein, “To Abdullah Ensour,” March 9, 2013, https://kingabdullah.jo/ar/letters/- باتك

روسنلا-هللادبعل-يناثلا-يماسلا-فیلكتلا .  
399 Interview with author, interviewee 93 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 23, 2020; and 
“Al Ensour: It Is Time for a Clear Roadmap,” al Ghad, June 21, 2014, https://alghad.com/ -ناوألا-نآ-روسنلا

ةحضاو-قیرط-ةطراخل /. 
400 Interview with author, interviewee 18 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, August 9, 2019. 
401 Interview with author, Abdelraouf Rawabdeh, Amman, Jordan December 16, 2019. 
402 Interview with author, interviewee 65 (government official), Amman, Jordan, August 18, 2020. 
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that could affect the existing clientelist system. In this sense, he acted as more than a linchpin 

monarch (as discussed in chapter 2) who referees policy disputes; he actively outlined his 

preferences for the policy and compelled the government to work toward his (albeit vague) vision. 

He also subsequently engaged with the prime minister and government institutions on an ongoing 

basis to ensure that this vision was actualized.403  

Importantly, it was not always the King who engaged directly; it was often the de facto 

executive institutions. Key here was the Royal Hashemite Court. The King’s Court formally 

functions as the link between the King, the state’s institutions, and citizens; it also oversees the 

preparation and implementation of the King’s domestic and international activities, and it is 

responsible for executing various political, economic, and developmental royal initiatives.404 In 

practice, however, the Court plays a key function in translating the King’s visions into agenda 

items. It not only helps to set the policy agenda, but it also helps to keep policy actors in line, 

ensuring that policies do not diverge too far from royal plans. Indeed, despite its absence from the 

constitutional outline of the executive institutions (which only includes the Prime Ministry and 

ministries),405 the Court has emerged as a de facto executive institution. 

At other times, it was also the powerful General Intelligence Department (GID; also known 

as the mukhabarat) that interfered on the King’s behalf. Like the Court, the mukhabarat is not 

technically an executive institution but, as a number of high-level government officials explained 

in interviews, it has increasingly played an executive function.406 Formed as a separate entity in 

 
403 “Al Ensour: It Is Time for a Clear Roadmap.” 
404 Official website of the Royal Hashemite Court, “About the Royal Hashemite Court,” 
https://rhc.jo/en/royal-court/about-royal-hashemite-court.  
405 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Constitution of The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan,” January 1, 
1952, Article 35, http://www.kinghussein.gov.jo/constitution_jo.html. 
406 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 101 (former prime minister), Amman, Jordan, September 
26, 2020; and interview with author, interviewee 62 (government official), Amman, Jordan, July 8, 2020. 
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the 1964 GID Law,407 the mukhabarat is tasked with safeguarding “the security of the Hashemite 

Kingdom of Jordan domestically and abroad by means of carrying out necessary intelligence 

operations”.408 However, as was recently highlighted by King Abdullah II, the institution has 

played a much broader political role,409 which relates to the long-standing security-focused 

disposition of Jordanian governance. Indeed, as one former prime minister noted, “75 percent of 

an issue is dictated by external concerns and security and 25 percent by internal policy”.410 As a 

result, it has become normal for the mukhabarat to not only review policies to ensure that they do 

not undermine the state’s interests, but also to intervene in the affairs of other policy-making 

institutions to keep policies on their original track. Given the influence of the mukhabarat and 

Royal Court (alongside the actual executive), commentators sometimes refer to the “three 

governments of Jordan”.411 

 

2.2 Municipal Reform in the Margins  

While the King outlined a vision for decentralization, there were a number of questions 

that the government needed to work out amongst themselves. Perhaps most importantly, the King 

indicated that decentralization would involve governorate-level reform, but it was not yet clear 

 
407 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. Law No. 24 on the General Intelligence Department, Jordan, 1964 
(“GID Law”).  
408 Official website of Jordanian e-Government, “General Intelligence Department,” 
https://portal.jordan.gov.jo/wps/portal/Home/GovernmentEntities/Agencies/Agency/General%20Intellige
nce%20Department/!ut/p/z0/fcxBCsIwEEDRq_QCMiFqcRtaGSJUBEXrbGSQaQzGaQjB89sTuPzw-
EAwAil_Y-AaZ-
W09J3ah9vsL1uDzvurbY3r3e7YnXBt0MJZFA5A_9FysWXohgCUub5WUacZRhSVwqnxWiWlGESf0
vSSudSPaIX8xtsPUrezJg!!/. 
409 Official website of King Abdullah II, “King Sends Letter to General Intelligence Department 
Director,” February 17, 2021, https://kingabdullah.jo/en/news/king-sends-letter-general-intelligence-
department-director. 
410 Interview with author, interviewee 15 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 8, 2019. 
411 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 45 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, 
December 15, 2019. 
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how decentralization would affect the other level of subnational governance in the Kingdom: 

municipalities. It was generally assumed among policy actors that some form of municipal reform 

would be required to accommodate the governorate-level changes, but the King did not specifically 

outline a vision for municipal governance, and it was not clear how exactly the extant 

Municipalities Law would be addressed.412 As a result, the “government did not know where to 

start”.413 Would a new unified decentralization law be passed that covered all subnational 

governance? Would reforms to the Municipalities Law proceed separately? Was it necessary even 

to reform the Municipalities Law?  

Each of these options carried different implications for the sensitivity of municipal reform. 

If changes at the municipal level were dealt with in the same piece of legislation as governorate-

level reform, the existing system of municipal governance could be closely integrated into the new 

infrastructure, allowing for significant changes and potentially altering the subnational system 

upon which the centralized patron-client relations depended.414 By contrast, if it was dealt with 

separately, it was likely that the main contours of the extant municipal legislation would remain in 

place and only small changes would be made to accommodate the larger changes at the governorate 

level. As such, it would have fewer potential implications for the clientelist status quo and thus be 

less sensitive.  

After considerable debate (discussed in the following section), the inter-ministerial 

committee decided to move forward with the decentralization reform through two separate pieces 

of legislation: a Decentralization law that would address the new governorate-level reforms and a 

revised Municipalities Law that would cover changes to municipal-level governance. The 

 
412 Interview with author, interviewee 20 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, September 10, 2019. 
413 Interview with author, interviewee 18 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, August 9, 2019. 
414 Interview with author, interviewee 72 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, August 2, 2020. 
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separation of the processes signaled that decentralization would not be a comprehensive process 

of subnational reform; it would focus only on governorate reform. More importantly for our 

purposes here, by cleaving off municipal reform from the decentralization legislation, the 

committee distanced municipal governance from the contentious process of decentralization. In 

that sense, the act of separating the two laws is what rendered the two laws’ levels of sensitivity 

so different.  

The King did not interfere in this decision, as it did not subvert his broad vision for 

decentralization.415 Likewise, he did not offer a vision for the now-distinct Municipalities Law, as 

the reforms at the municipal level were unlikely to be extensive or contentious given that a 

municipal governance system was already in place. The Decentralization Law involved the 

introduction of a number of systems that were untested and could carry significant implications 

for a number of ministers. It was therefore a high-stakes unknown quantity – and each ministry 

wanted to have influence over it to mitigate any adverse implications on their respective mandates. 

The political competition over ownership and drafting was consequently fierce. The implications 

of the Municipalities Law, by contrast, were both better understood and largely limited to the 

Ministry of Municipalities’ authorities. An existing version of the Municipalities Law was also in 

place and thus municipal reform was a known quantity. Moreover, the cleaving-off of municipal 

reform from the primary decentralization legislation was a clear signal that the governorates and 

municipalities would not be closely inter-connected, and, thus, significant changes from the extant 

municipal legislation would not be needed. 

Municipal reform involved one highly political question: Would a new level of governance 

be created below the existing municipalities and, if so, at what level? However, this issue had been 

 
415 Interview with author, interviewee 49 (government official), Amman, Jordan, December 17, 2019. 
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addressed before the governorate and municipal reform processes were separated. It was settled 

early in 2013 at a time when the relationship between the Ministry of Municipal Affairs and 

Ministry of Interior was at its most conciliatory. Between the end of 2011 and March of 2013, the 

Ministry of Municipal Affairs was led by Maher Abu Samen who maintained a very strong 

working relationship with the Ministry of Interior. During this time, the Ministry of Municipal 

Affairs proposed that, if a new level of local administration were to be created, it should be at the 

neighbourhood (hai) level.416 However, before this level of governance, its institutions, or their 

responsibilities were well defined, the Ministry of Interior and the mukhabarat expressed their 

clear opposition to the idea and, given the relationship between the ministries (and the power 

imbalance therebetween) at the time, the idea was put to rest. 

Instead of neighbourhood councils, the Ministry of Interior suggested putting in place a 

council at the local level (mahali), which would closely reflect the approximately, 1,000 small 

municipalities that existed before municipal amalgamation in 2000.417 The idea of local councils 

had been discussed earlier; in particular, a prominent member of the House of Representatives, 

Jamil al Nimri, pushed for their creation in the parliament in 2010, but he failed to secure sufficient 

support for the proposal.418 Not only was the idea in line with these previous conversations and 

thus supported by a number of ready allies, but it would also help to address ongoing demands for 

the reimposition of smaller municipalities. Given that municipalities had been consolidated, the 

introduction of local councils could help to address some of the demand for a return to smaller 

municipalities – which the Ministry of Interior strongly opposed. The Ministry of Interior 

consequently put its weight behind the idea of local councils and won the support of the inter-

 
416 Interview with author, Raed al Adwan, Amman, Jordan, March 28, 2021. 
417 Interview with author, interviewee 67 (government official), Amman, Jordan, August 20, 2020. 
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ministerial committee.419 As a result, the most contentious issue for municipal governance was 

already dealt with before the reform was split into separate governorate and municipal processes.  

The differing levels of vision specification between the Decentralization Law and 

Municipalities Law set the tone for the coming policy processes. The King outlined a clear, albeit 

broad, vision of what he expected for decentralization, forcing the other policy actors to work 

toward this vision. When unacceptable departures were made in subsequent arenas, the King 

actively intervened, ensuring that the drafting process stayed on course with his vision. This 

engagement, as discussed below, was exerted through a number of mechanisms, some of which 

were visible (such as through his chairmanship of the influential Policy Council), and some which 

occurred behind closed doors, beyond public gaze (such as pressure on ministers). By contrast, the 

King did not clearly indicate his preferences around municipal reform. Consequently, as the 

Municipalities Law was drafted, the actors did not work toward a defined vision, and the King 

instead acted as a referee, providing arbitration for disputes in the subsequent policy arenas. 

 

3. Inter-Ministerial Competition  

This section provides an overview of the ministerial drafting process of the two pieces of 

legislation. It explains first the process by which the overall decentralization reform process was 

split into two laws (the Decentralization Law and the Municipalities Law) and the contentiousness 

of this process. It then follows the two processes separately, explaining three key differences in 

the nature of their respective drafting processes. Firstly, because the government set out a vision 

for decentralization, each competing proposal for the Decentralization had to be framed in a way 

that demonstrated it was in line with the King’s vision. By contrast, there was more space to discuss 
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different options for the Municipalities Law. Secondly, the Decentralization Law became the 

subject of political contestation, with high-level government officials jockeying to protect – and 

expand – their own interests. The Municipalities Law, by contrast, was mostly debated on a 

technical basis. Thirdly, and relatedly, while debates over the Decentralization Law were 

dominated by high-level officials, there was a great space for lower-level bureaucrats to engage in 

the discussions regarding the Municipalities Law. 

 

3.1 Possession is Nine-Tenths of the Law  

The inter-ministerial committee served not only as a means of taking forward the King’s 

vision for decentralization, but also as an arena for competing executive interests. The first of these 

contentions emerged around who should lead on decentralization because the royal vision was 

insufficiently precise to suggest a natural ministerial home for the legislation. This fierce battle 

was particularly contentious because it had not yet been decided that the overall decentralization 

process would be split into two laws, so “no one was willing to yield”.420 The ministries were thus 

vying for leadership over the whole process. Because that process would include both governorate 

and municipal reform, the issue lay across the mandates of multiple ministries.  

A number of questions consequently remained.421 Would, for example, the Ministry of 

Interior take the lead and have decentralization be close to the existing infrastructure of 

governorates for which the Ministry was responsible? Would the governorates become more 

closely interconnected with the municipalities, therefore making it natural for the Ministry of 

Municipal Affairs to take point? Was it a new initiative that the Ministry of Political and 

Parliamentary Affairs should take forward due to its historical remit as the Ministry of Political 
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Development? Or would decentralization be managed through the different line ministries and thus 

include all the different sectoral ministries, such as Health and Education? Other actors also 

advocated for an entirely different approach. Advisors from the United Nations Development 

Programme (UNDP), for instance, noted that ministerial leadership would create a conflict of 

interest, particularly if it were the Ministry of Interior, suggesting that an independent agency be 

appointed, or the Prime Ministry lead and a whole-of-government approach be taken.422  

The question of leadership was far from trivial. As discussed in the previous chapter, each 

of the ministries and actors therein has different interests – both political and technical. The 

Ministry of Interior, for instance, is often referred to as the “centralization” ministry, having 

historically managed security through a centralized (and partly deconcentrated) approach.423 This 

position would mean that any new governance body at the governorate level would be closely 

watched by the Ministry’s man in each governorate: the governor. The Ministry of Municipal 

Affairs, by contrast, has a vested interest in concentrating subnational authorities at the municipal 

level – but also in managing those authorities in a deconcentrated manner through the Ministry in 

Amman and its field offices.424 It would therefore be interested in ensuring that any new 

governorate-level body was either under its administration or unable to interfere with municipal 

governance. In fact, before the inter-ministerial committee was established, the Ministry of 

Municipal Affairs was attempting to act as a policy entrepreneur, putting together its own draft for 

a decentralization law.425 
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424 Interview with author, interviewee 79 (governance expert in international institution), phone interview, 
September 5, 2020. 
425 Interview with author, interviewee 35 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, December 1, 2019. 



 

 

171 

Given the divergent ministerial interests in subnational governance, especially between the 

Ministry of Interior’s focus on the governorate-level security and the Ministry of Municipal 

Affairs’ focus on municipal authorities, the conflict over leadership effectively boiled down to a 

question of whether the extant Municipalities Law would be folded into a single piece of legislation 

on decentralization or would remain separate and be reformed to accommodate the new 

decentralization legislation. The Ministry of Municipal Affairs was the key advocate in favour of 

a one-law approach,426 hoping that the new governance infrastructure would fall under its mandate, 

with the ministry expanding its remit to “cover all local governance issues”.427 However, many of 

the other ministries, including the Ministry of Interior, did not agree. They suggested that the 

municipal and governorate reforms should proceed in close coordination, but that they should be 

taken forward as separate pieces of legislation.428 

The ministries in opposition to the one-law approach emerged victorious. They sought – 

and secured – the backing of a range of policy makers, building a coalition that included prominent 

members of the House of Representatives and Senate as well as Prime Minister al Ensour. 

Leveraging the strength of this coalition, they succeeded in dividing decentralization into two laws, 

with responsibility for them deputized to two ministries. The Ministry of Interior was tasked with 

leading governorate-level reform via the Decentralization Law, and the Ministry of Municipal 

Affairs was given responsibility for taking forward the Municipalities Law. While these two 

ministries took the lead on their respective bills, the inter-ministerial committee continued to be 

involved in the drafting and, as the next section discusses, leadership over a bill was important but 

it did not mean complete monopolization.  

 
426 Interview with author, Walid al Masri, Amman, Jordan, July 5, 2020.  
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3.2 Political Contestation over the Decentralization Law  

The Ministry of Interior’s leadership over the Decentralization Law left a heavy mark on 

the legislation. Not only is the Ministry of Interior the most powerful of Jordan’s ministries, but, 

at the time of drafting, it was also led by one of the most influential individuals to ever hold the 

ministerial office: Hussein al Majali. Hussein’s father, Hazza al Majali, was a trusted prime 

minister during King Hussein’s reign. Hazza died when his son was young, and Hussein al Majali 

was consequently raised in the palace alongside the future King. He served as a Jordanian 

ambassador and then as the head of the Public Security Directorate as the Kingdom passed through 

the challenging security test of the Arab Uprisings. Given al Majali’s personal influence and the 

power of his office, the Ministry was in a strong position to forge the draft Decentralization Law 

according to its own preferences. 

These interests did not entirely align with those of the King. While unquestionably faithful 

to the King and his vision, al Majali approached decentralization “cautiously and with a focus on 

security”.429 He was reluctant to proceed too quickly and thereby upset the political status quo or 

undermine the ability of governors to maintain security in their governorates.430 His concerns 

reflected a common position among many of the more conservative elements of the state. For 

instance, al Rawabdeh (who was in charge of the 2005 regional initiative for decentralization) 

noted in a March 2014 conference that it was crucial to ensure that the power of the governors was 

“re-activated”, emphasizing that decentralization should not be a political process, but should be 

confined to administrative decentralization, which essentially meant downloading responsibilities 
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for service delivery rather than any input on program, let alone policy, design.431 While stressing 

the mandate of his Ministry for governmental development and even the importance of 

decentralization for Jordanian democratization, al Majali’s focus on preserving a strong security 

role for governors, providing them with significant leeway to address security issues.432 

Not considering himself a “technical person”, al Majali deputized the realization of this 

approach to Raed al Adwan, the head of the Ministry’s local development unit.433 Al Adwan’s 

leadership of the decentralization file was a reflection of his long-standing engagement with 

subnational governance reform, including his participation on the inter-ministerial committee in 

one form or another since it was established in 2009. Staunchly loyal to al Majali (and also the 

son-in-law of al Rawabdeh), al Adwan endeavoured to ensure that the Decentralization Law would 

not develop contrary to the Ministry’s interests. This meant ensuring a “close relationship” 

between the local administration and the leadership of the governors, which, in practice, meant 

ensuring that governors remained unrivaled and able to vouchsafe security and stability in their 

respective governorates.434 As such, in addition to its primary role protecting security and stability, 

the Ministry of Interior would also exercise deconcentrated control over any local development 

initiatives.435 To ensure these interests were at the center of the reforms, al Adwan worked closely 

with al Majali to maintain a tight grip on the draft Decentralization Law. 

 
431 Mohammed al Salah, “Rawabdeh Warns against Politicizing ‘Decentralization’ and Demands a 
Review of the Role of Governors,” Ammon News, March 10, 2014,  
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With al Majali at the helm, the Ministry of Interior was able to fashion much of the Law 

according to its wishes, but it still could not monopolize the process. Instead, it constituted a kind 

of first among equals, wielding significant influence but also making some concessions to other 

actors.436 In particular, ministries with a legitimate stake in the decentralization game were able to 

make effective claims over certain aspects of the Law. They consequently leveraged these 

positions to wage political war over the meaning of decentralization, ensuring that their interests 

were reflected. The competition frequently involved forming coalitions, creating effective policy 

frames, and working across arenas to outmaneuver the Ministry of Interior and outweigh its first-

among-equals status.437 The main issue at stake in this contestation was how the institutional chips 

would fall as a result of a reform process that was not only poorly understood but could also yield 

significant impact on the remits of different ministries as well as the broader power structures in 

which they and their staffs are enmeshed.  

In particular, contention emerged between the Ministry of Interior’s attempt to maintain 

and expand its subnational influence and the other ministries who were seeking to prevent this 

irredentism. As such, the first contention about the Decentralization Law related to whether it 

should be a law at all. The Ministry of Interior suggested that decentralization should move forward 

as a bylaw rather than a law.438 This idea was pioneered by al Adwan, who suggested that it would 

allow for the process to be tested and “the governorate councils would have had a greater role in 

development decisions”.439 The Ministry therefore proposed piloting decentralization in three 

governorates (al Karak, al Balqa, and Jerash), allowing for the identification of any potential issues 
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for subsequent revisions to the system is necessary.440 However, other government officials noted 

that the bylaw approach would create more than just flexibility; as the then Minister of Political 

and Parliamentary Affairs, Khaled al Kalaldeh, noted, the bylaw would also help the Ministry of 

Interior to avoid any potential loss of power.441 More than that, it could allow the Ministry to make 

future changes to decentralization through regulations outside of the formal legislative process. 

Leaving the system unlegislated therefore left future decisions in the hands of the Ministry of 

Interior.442  

Intent on pushing through decentralization as a bylaw, the Ministry of Interior drafted an 

entire bylaw – officially called a “system” (nizam) – and referred it to the Legislation and Opinion 

Bureau in April 2014.443 Given that the bylaw approach would provide the Ministry with 

significant licence over subnational governance and reform thereto, a number of ministries, 

including those in the inter-ministerial committee, began to move against the Ministry of 

Interior.444 Intent on curbing the future power of the Ministry, they drew upon a common tactic of 

questioning the legality/constitutionality of the policy, arguing that the bylaw would be 

unconstitutional because there would be no overarching law under which decentralization would 

fit.445 Prominent civil society actors provided ammunition to this assault, echoing concerns over 

the legitimacy of a bylaw.446 To buttress their opposition, they formed a coalition with one another, 

 
440 In addition to representing a broad sample for a pilot, al Adwan noted that the Ministry was also 
already working in these three governorates on a financial decentralization project with GIZ.  
441 Interview with author, Khaled al Kalaldeh, Amman, Jordan, December 17, 2019. 
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and they endeavoured to achieve the buy in of other executive actors. In particular, they gained the 

support of Prime Minister al Ensour. Given that they could frame their opposition as being more 

in line with the King’s vision for decentralization, they also succeeded in winning the support of 

the King. With this powerful coalition, they were able to block the Ministry of Interior’s bylaw 

approach, ensuring that decentralization would be codified as a law. As a result, the Ministry began 

reworking its bylaw, translating it into a law (which was presented again in August).447 

The broad opposition to the bylaw approach was a setback for the Ministry of Interior, 

forcing al Majali to focus on other avenues through which to secure his Ministry’s interests. He 

consequently turned his attention to securing tight control over governorate-level institutions. To 

this end, the Ministry pushed for the new councils at the governorate level to be indirectly elected 

(and appointed) via municipal officials.448 The Ministry argued that this would ensure that the 

requisite technical knowledge and governance experience would be drawn into the new councils. 

In this endeavour, al Majali also gained the support of the Ministry of Municipal Affairs, as indirect 

elections would allow for some municipal influence at the governorate level and potentially 

connect the bodies rather than having the governorates function as an oversight body for the 

municipalities.449 Initially, the Ministry of Political and Parliamentary Affairs also supported this 

proposal on the technical grounds that it could ensure candidate qualifications.450 

Despite the strength of al Majali (and the Minister of Municipal Affairs), they faced 

significant opposition from the other ministries (as well as influential deputies and senators) who 

were pushing for direct elections at the governorate level. Some of these opposition actors 

 
447 “The Council of Ministers Approves the Reasons for the Municipalities and Decentralization Laws,” al 
Ghad, August 3, 2014, https://alghad.com/ ایدلبلا-ينوناق-بابسا-رقی-ءارزولا-سلجم /.  
448 Interview with author, Hussein al Majali, Amman, Jordan, June 30, 2020. 
449 Interview with author, Walid al Masri, Amman, Jordan, July 5, 2020. 
450 Interview with author, Raed al Adwan, Amman, Jordan, September 23, 2020. 
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genuinely believed that directly elected bodies would yield more effective decentralization 

governance, particularly because the governorate councils would have natural constituencies, and, 

perhaps more importantly, they also thought it better reflected the King’s vision. For many, 

however, indirect elections constituted another attempt by the Ministry of Interior to concentrate 

power in its hand, and they also viewed it as a threat to the centralized distribution of subnational 

clientelism. Rather than allowing the new institutions to come under the close control of the 

Ministry of Interior (or Ministry of Municipal Affairs), they pushed for direct elections, framing 

this position as being in line with the royal vision. 451 

By framing their position in line with the royal vision for decentralization, the supporters 

of direct governorate elections were again able to garner the support of the King. This support was 

provided via his chairmanship of the Policy Council. Although the Policy Council is frequently 

neglected in discussions of governance in Jordan, it is an influential body that operates through ad 

hoc meetings to address key policy issues. The meetings are chaired by the King, and they are 

attended by the prime minister, the heads of the bicameral parliament (below), the head of the 

Royal Court, the head of the mukhabarat, the head of the Public Security Directorate, the heads of 

the relevant ministries for a given issue, and a number of other individuals who are invited 

according to the matter at hand. The Policy Council acts as a key forum through which the King 

can exert influence on the members of the broader government and thus on policies. Indeed, by 

securing the King’s backing, the supporters of direct election were able to a win a formal 

expression of royal influence in the Policy Council. Once the Council decided on direct elections, 

the issue was considered settled.  

 
451 Interview with author, interviewee 24 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 11, 2019. 
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Blocked by the Council, the Ministry was required to change its tack once again. Al Adwan 

noted that if the councils were not indirectly elected, they would not have the capacity to play an 

effective role in governorate governance. As such, for al Adwan it was already becoming clear at 

this stage that the new governorate councils would constitute a redundant level of governance that 

would drain state coffers.452 As such, the Ministry turned its focus away from the membership in 

the councils toward how best to oversee these councils. It therefore sought to ensure that the 

councils were tightly controlled by their respective governors, which are appointed by the Ministry 

of Interior and have traditionally played a security-focused role.453 This solution, al Majali noted, 

enabled the maintenance of “strong leadership” at the governorate level.454 Of course, this new 

effort to consolidate power was again opposed by the other ministries, but the Ministry of Interior 

was on more solid, within-ministry ground to hold off their opposition. Moreover, much of this 

contention played out in subsequent policy arenas, with the ministries settling the unfinished 

business in these later stages.  

While having to contend seriously with the input of the other government institutions, the 

Ministry of Interior kept a firm grip on the draft law and was generally able to form the law as it 

saw fit. This tight control also ensured that a number of other, non-ministerial actors were 

marginalized in the process. However, so as not to provoke public or international ire, the Ministry 

of Interior – and the government more broadly – had to demonstrate broad inclusiveness. To this 

end, the inter-ministerial committee conducted an extensive consultation tour around Jordan in the 

spring of 2014 to understand different views on both the Decentralization Law and revisions to the 

Municipalities Law. The Ministry of Interior (and al Adwan in particular) participated in this 

 
452 Interview with author, Raed al Adwan, Amman, Jordan, August 18, 2020. 
453 Interview with author, interviewee 67 (government official), Amman, Jordan, August 20, 2020. 
454 Interview with author, Hussein al Majali, Amman, Jordan, June 30, 2020. 
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process, personally leading a number of the trips.455 During the tour, the committee members met 

with subnational officials,456 civil society, and youth and women’s groups. 

The Ministry of Interior participated in these extensive consultations, but the process was 

largely performative. While the committee solicited broad input on the Decentralization Law, the 

consulted groups universally noted that their input was ignored by the government.457 As one 

mayor stated, “they politely sat with us, but they did not actually listen”.458 This disregard 

particularly frustrated the mayors (and municipal councillors), as they were worried that the new 

governorate councils would interfere with their own mandates. They initially opposed the creation 

of the new councils, and when it became apparent that the councils’ establishment was inevitable, 

they pushed to have municipal representation thereon.459 But, given that there was already a 

completed draft (the bylaw approach was then in front of the Bureau), they felt that they were 

being presented with a fait accompli.460 And, even when the bylaw was retracted and a full law 

was compiled, their input was also not reflected in its articles. Monitoring this process, members 

of the media noted that, even though the government has the power to draft the legislation by itself, 

it would have been helpful, as one journalist summed it up, for the “executive authority to open its 

ears and doors”.461 

 
455 So many visits were conducted during the tour that the committee leadership rotated and participation 
varied. 
456 The committee visited many mayors and members of municipal councils, first visiting a wide number 
of municipalities and then inviting the mayors to meet together in several locations across the country.  
457 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 86 (mayor), Mafraq governorate, Jordan, September 10, 
2020; interview with author, interviewee 72 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, August 24, 2020. 
458 Interview with author, interviewee 57 (mayor), Irbid governorate, Jordan, June 26, 2020. 
459 Interview with author, interviewee 38 (mayor), Zarqa governorate, Jordan, December 12, 2019. 
460 Interview with author, interviewee 57 (mayor), Irbid governorate, Jordan, June 26, 2020.  
461 Bassem al Twisi, “Decentralization Questions,” al Ghad, April 19, 2014, https://alghad.com/- ةلئسأ
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Local officials were not the only actors that the Ministry of Interior marginalized in the 

drafting process. A range of donors and international organizations were interested in 

decentralization at this time and consequently sought to engage in the process. Focused at this time 

on the rise of Daesh and the importance of Jordan as a key friend in the region, Jordan’s 

international benefactors were more interested in the Kingdom’s stability than democratic reform, 

but they were happy to support any demand-driven initiatives “championed” by their “important 

ally”.462 With decentralization already on the agenda and constituting a seemingly innocuous 

governance reform that could be pushed through during this delicate period, in-country diplomats 

and country directors referred decentralization back to their metropoles and headquarters, thereby 

placing it on foreign assistance agendas. As a result, donors, such as the United States, Great 

Britain, the Delegation of the European Union, as well as a number of international organizations, 

such as the United Nations Development Program, the National Democratic Institute (NDI), SKL 

International, and Democracy Reporting International, became heavily vested in the design of 

decentralization. 

In turn, these donors and international organizations created funding opportunities for 

Jordanian organizations to engage with decentralization. Despite moving on and off of the policy 

agenda over the preceding decade, decentralization did not constitute an issue of significant 

interest for Amman’s well informed, politically engaged civil society organizations.463 One 

prominent civil society member noted that “coming out of  2011, there were many other issues 

that were higher priority for us”.464 This disinterest reflected the broader apathy of the Jordanian 

 
462 Interview with author, interviewee 78 (diplomat), Amman, Jordan, September 1, 2020. Also interview 
with author, interviewee 103 (diplomat), phone interview, September 30, 2020. 
463 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 5 (Jordanian governance expert), Amman, Jordan, August 
25, 2019; interview with author, interviewee 7 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, September 2, 
2019. 
464 Interview with author, interviewee 20 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, September 10, 2019. 
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public.465 However, the growing promise of donor funding placed decentralization squarely on 

these organizations’ radars. It quickly became possible to find myriad organizations that were 

framing themselves as experts in decentralization and subnational governance. Experts or not, 

these organizations were contracted by international donors to build public awareness about 

decentralization as well as provide “local” input on decentralization and engage in advocacy.466 

Much of this advocacy was coordinated by international partners. For instance, Democracy 

Reporting International assembled some of the most prominent Jordanians CSOs (including the 

one I was working with at the time) into a decentralization-focused advocacy coalition known as 

the DAR Consortium.  

The executive drafters engaged closely with both the international donors and 

organizations as well as the Jordanian civil society organizations. Some donors and international 

organizations, including the EU Delegation and NDI, even joined the inter-ministerial committee 

on the tour around the country, offering input on how to address issues.467 In the same vein, the 

Jordanian organizations were also extensively engaged, with al Hayat Center for Civil Society 

Development even helping to coordinate the committee’s study tour around the country.468 This 

engagement also occurred long after the study tour, with al Adwan, in particular, meeting 

extensively with Jordanians and internationals.469 Indeed, international organizations/donors and 

 
465 Identity Center “Building Grassroots Participation for Decentralization,” Identity Center, Amman, 
Jordan, 2014.  
466 Interview with author, interviewee 35 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, December 1, 2019. 
467 Interview with author, interviewee 63 (governance expert in international institution), Amman, Jordan, 
July 12, 2020. 
468 Interview with author, interviewee 65 (government official), Amman, Jordan, August 18, 2020. 
469 Interview with author, interviewee 35 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, December 1, 2019. 
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Jordanian civil society organizations acknowledged that they were provided with myriad 

opportunities to engage with the key executive actors.470 

Despite the many opportunities for these donors and organizations to engage with the 

drafters, their suggestions largely fell on deaf executive ears.471 The Ministry of Interior (and some 

other institutions) requested limited technical assistance from international experts, but these 

engagements were entirely dictated by the Ministry and were primarily used to simply translate 

government directives into legal language.472 The involved international and local organizations 

all lamented that this was fairly typical for sensitive legislative issues in Jordan, with one well-

informed diplomat noting that “we can lobby formally and informally but it doesn’t usually impact 

these kinds of [sensitive] issues”.473 

In considering the limited influence of these organizations, however, it is worth noting that 

the international donors and organizations were not willing to exert significant pressure on the 

government.474 Reflecting both the sensitive political environment at the time as well as the best-

practice-dictated need to allow decentralization to be locally led, the donors and international 

organizations simply tried to facilitate a process that was informed by international experiences, 

offering technical expertise and “ghost writing”.475 As such, there was not tremendous pressure on 

the government to heed international advice. This dynamic was reflected in how the Jordanian 

organizations engaged with the government, as they were not provided with strong financial or 

 
470 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 28 (diplomat), Amman, Jordan, September 11, 2019; and 
interview with author, interviewee 103 (diplomat), phone interview, September 30, 2020. 
471 Interview with author, interviewee 34 (governance expert in international institution), Beirut, Lebanon, 
November 27, 2019. 
472 Interview with author, interviewee 24 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 11, 2019. 
473 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 77 (diplomat), Amman, Jordan, August 27, 2020.  
474 Interview with author, interviewee 5 (Jordanian governance expert), Amman, Jordan, August 25, 2019. 
475 Interview with author, interviewee 31 (governance expert in international institution), Amman, Jordan, 
November 13, 2019. 
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political support by their international partners.476 In practice, therefore, international support 

(especially from the European Union) was given to any process named “decentralization,” 

regardless of the details – and despite the fact it was clear relatively early in the process that the 

process would be exceedingly shallow.477  

Part of the exclusion of these local and international actors was, however, related to 

paradigmatically different approaches to decentralization. The CSOs, NGOs, donors, and media 

were focused on the democratic potential of the decentralization process.478 The understanding of 

decentralization as a democratizing process was encouraged by the King’s emphasis on the public 

participation in decision-making when he presented his vision for a reform process that would 

allow for bottom-up input. It was also encouraged by the government’s subsequent allusions to the 

democratic impact of the process. And yet, while these government actors paid lip service to the 

connection between decentralization and democratization, they (and particularly the Ministry of 

Interior) also emphasized that the reform process would be entirely administrative and that the 

primary outcomes were enhanced service delivery and more informed development proposals.479 

The discursive disconnect on decentralization meant that the discussion donors and organizations 

wanted to have on decentralization was effectively irrelevant for the government drafters of the 

decentralization bill.  

 

 
476 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 76 (governance expert in international institution), phone 
interview, August 26, 2020; and interview with author, interviewee 82 (member of civil society), Amman, 
Jordan, September 8, 2020. 
477 This approach was made clear by members of the EU delegation during its coordination meetings with 
civil society that I attended as a staff member of a Jordanian CSO.  
478 Interview with author, interviewee 72 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, August 2, 2020. 
479 This point was continually reiterated by governance officials (al Adwan among them) during meetings 
and conferences on decentralization that I attended during the drafting process. See also Musa Shteiwi, 
“‘Decentralization’ Is a Democratic Entitlement,” al Ghad, April 16, 2014, https://alghad.com/ -يرصملا

ةیزكرماللاو-تایدلبلا-اعورشم /.  
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3.3 Technical Contestation over Municipalities Law  

The Municipalities Law also became a source of contestation between the ministries. 

However, unlike the political conflicts surrounding the Decentralization Law, the competition over 

the Municipalities Law concerned more technical issues. This difference was related to the lower 

level of sensitivity surrounding the Municipalities Law. Given that the inter-ministerial committee 

had already decided that a new level of subnational governance would be created in the form of 

local councils (see above), the key political issue of municipal reform was addressed before the 

decision was made to separate the Municipalities Law from the overall decentralization process – 

and thus before the Ministry of Municipal Affairs took the helm. Importantly, it was also before 

Walid al Masri took over the Ministry of Municipal Affairs (discussed below). Al Adwan noted 

that, once this central political issue was addressed, the “remaining discussions proceeded at a 

more technical level”.480 He further noted that whether more or fewer responsibilities were 

distributed to the municipal or local councils was not of significant interest to the Ministry of 

Interior – or any other ministry.  

However, even though the key political issues were already resolved and the Ministry of 

Municipal Affairs’ ownership over the Municipalities Law was largely uncontentious, the other 

ministries still had their own opinions about how best to manage local governance. As such, the 

Ministry of Municipal Affairs, with its role as the pen holder for the Law, squared off against the 

other ministries to ensure to address a number of technical issues, including not only the 

distribution of responsibilities, but also a number of other issues, such as electoral processes, legal 

status of councils, and even educational qualifications. 

 
480 Interview with author, Raed al Adwan, Amman, Jordan, March 28, 2021. 
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Given the technical nature of the issues that needed to be addressed, most of the ministries 

assigned lower-level, more technical individuals to engage in the discussions.481 This delegation 

is common for less sensitive drafts and issues that are not of particular political concern for a given 

ministry, with some issues being pushed even further down the chain of command than the 

Municipalities Law. A number of mid-level officials noted that it is not uncommon for a non-

sensitive issue to be incrementally pushed down to more and more junior staff, who, once finished, 

send it back up to the senior decision makers. Because these senior officials are looking for 

technical support, they like to support ideas that are “championed” by technocrats below them. 

This means that changes pushed from below may, as one government official noted, move “back 

up the ladder with few corrections made on the way”.482 They noted that this is particularly 

common if there is “checklist pressure”: pressure for a new law or reform to be put in place, but 

little concern from above as to what the reform actually looks like.483 

An important exception to this intra-ministerial delegation was the Minister of Municipal 

Affairs. After Abu Samen left the Ministry, al Masri was appointed as the new minister (after a 

five-month interim period during which al Majali served as Minister of both Interior and Municipal 

Affairs). A former mayor, al Masri was intimately familiar with the minutia of municipal 

governance. Indeed, he had even previously worked on previous drafts of municipal laws as a local 

governance consultant. Thus, rather than delegating leadership for the Municipalities Law (as al 

Majali did with al Adwan), al Masri personally led the drafting of the Municipalities Law, 

engaging in the smallest of details. His primary support during this process was Nedal Abu Omari, 

 
481 Interview with author, interviewee 49 (government official), Amman, Jordan, December 17, 2019. 
482 Interview with author, interviewee 68 (government official), Amman, Jordan, August 23, 2020. 
483 Interview with author, interviewee 72 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, August 2, 2020. 



 

 

186 

the Director of the Legal Department at the Ministry of Municipal Affairs, who was tasked with 

ensuring the legislative viability of the draft’s articles. 

Eager to avoid inter-ministerial clashes over the Municipalities Law, al Masri attempted to 

keep it off of the central governmental agenda and compile the draft within his ministry. A number 

of ministerial actors at the time recall that al Masri was a “one-man show”.484 However, there were 

significant opportunities for other ministries to engage – and many took them. Indeed, the one-

man-show appearance was primarily a result of the fact that the issues to be dealt with were less 

political than those of the Decentralization Law, so there was less interest therein. The municipal 

questions to be solved were largely dealt with by technocrats – and thus any contention between 

ministries was addressed in a less conspicuous manner. Further preventing municipal issues from 

becoming contentious, the Ministry of Municipalities sat on a lot of issues in the drafting process, 

waiting for related discussions in the Decentralization Law to be addressed. However, the relevant 

ministries remained in close coordination during the drafting process. 

Quite contrary to the one-man-show narrative, therefore, technocrats from a range of 

ministries noted ongoing coordination and discussions regarding the draft.485 These discussions 

primarily involved a long-standing constellation of institutions – and individuals therein – who 

were interested in local governance. Reflecting epistemic communities observed in other 

contexts,486 there was relative consensus about how to best address municipal reform. Of course, 

a number of issues had to be addressed, and there was significant disagreement about how they 

should be solved, but they were largely dealt with within a single paradigm and on the basis of 

 
484 Interview with author, interviewee 70 (government official), Amman, Jordan, August 23, 2020. 
485 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 33 (government official), Amman, Jordan, November 20, 
2019; and interview with author, interviewee 12 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 7, 
2019. 
486 Peter Haas, “Introduction: Epistemic Communities and International Policy Coordination,” 
International Organization Vol. 46 (1992): 1-35.  
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different proposals’ strengths among a group of actors who were willing to listen to one another. 

In contrast to the more sensitive, politically dominated policies, this type of process is normal for 

less contentious issues.487 

Much of this coordination involved dealing with specific issues of interest to the different 

ministries. A prominent example here is the engagement of the Ministry of Municipal Affairs with 

the Ministry of Political and Parliamentary Affairs with the design of the electoral systems for the 

new levels of subnational governance. Minister al Kaladeh was eager to ensure that the subnational 

governance systems was in line with the existing 2012 system. However, given that he was also 

drafting a new election law, he was keen that the electoral systems in the Municipalities Law (and 

the Decentralization Law) remained somewhat vague, allowing for them to be adjusted through 

subsequent regulations to conform with the upcoming electoral legislation – and to allow greater 

freedom around the design of the system.488 Throughout this process, the Ministry of Municipal 

Affairs also had to consult with the Independent Election Commission, which had been established 

in 2011, to discuss the specific conduct of the elections.489  

Elections, of course, were not the only issue that required engagement with other 

ministries. Coordination was required for a number of other issues. For example, Abu Omari 

engaged closely with the Ministry of Finance to discuss how payments would be made from the 

 
487 The Independent Election Commission (IEC) Law, which was passed in 2013, is a good example of 
such a process. The IEC Law was pushed onto the agenda by American aid conditionality in the form of 
conditions precedent as well as pressure from the post-Arab Uprisings National Dialogue Committee, 
resulting in backing from the King. Despite touching on the sensitive issue of elections, no actors were 
opposed to the establishment of the IEC. As such, it was drafted within a tightly contained policy network 
that included the Ministry of Interior then worked closely with the Ministry of Political and parliamentary 
Affairs, the Prime Minister’s Office, the Court, USAID, and the International Foundation for Electoral 
Systems. It was thus drafted at a small table (one of the interviewed drafters pointed to the Starbucks table 
at which we were sitting to suggest the size) in a matter of days, no other actors really tried to intervene, 
and the legislative houses passed it without making any significant changes. 
488 Interview with author, interviewee 33 (government official), Amman, Jordan, November 20, 2019.  
489 Interview with author, interviewee 97 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 24, 2020. 
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latter to the municipalities and whether it would be possible to make such payments on a monthly 

basis (as it was eventually included in the draft).490 Likewise, Municipal Affairs officials engaged 

with the Ministry of Tourism to determine which responsibilities for touristic sites would be 

assigned to the municipal councils and which would be given to the local councils. Moreover, it 

also had to coordinate with the Department of Statistics in the Ministry of Planning and 

International Cooperation in order to make the necessary demographic calculations to classify the 

municipalities into their different types (as each type – A, B, and C – is treated differently in the 

Law).491 None of these issues were particularly contentious, as the involved actors repeatedly 

noted, but some required protracted discussions.  

While the Ministry of Municipal Affairs was happy to coordinate on most issues, al Masri 

was keen to keep a tight grip around one aspect of the Law: the division of powers between the 

municipal and local councils. As noted above, the introduction of local councils had been decided 

before al Masri took over as the Minister of Municipal Affairs, and he was not supportive of 

creating this new level of subnational government, preferring instead to focus on strengthening the 

municipalities.492 As such, he was reluctant to download too much responsibility to the new local 

councils, especially because they were untested. Despite the fact that the Ministry of Municipal 

Affairs would be responsible for both bodies, al Masri was keen to ensure that any decentralized 

authority remained at the level of the municipality.493 Thus, while the inter-ministerial committee’s 

initial discussions around the local councils indicated that the bodies would assume the day-to-day 

administration of their respective communities (and a wide range of other actors pushed for greater 

 
490 Interview with author, interviewee 97 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 24, 2020. 
491 Type A, B, C municipalities reflect a categorization used by the government that corresponds with the 
size of municipalities.  
492 Interview with author, interviewee 97 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 24, 2020. 
493 Interview with author, interviewee 65 (government official), Amman, Jordan, August 18, 2020. 
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powers at the local level), al Masri insisted that it was more effective to concentrate responsibility 

at the municipal level. 

Despite significant opposition within the inter-executive committee,494 al Masri dug in his 

heels on the distribution of powers and was able to hold off the objections of other ministries. He 

was able to do this for a number of reasons. Firstly, al Masri was an experienced and charismatic 

minister. Unlike the previous ministers of Municipal Affairs who were fairly subservient to the 

Ministry of Interior, al Masri was willing to stand his ground, ensuring that his Ministry was not 

steamrolled by the political concerns of other policy makers.495 Secondly, he secured the backing 

of a few key actors, including Prime Minister al Ensour. And, thirdly, while the Ministry of 

Municipal Affairs does not have the same institutional power as the Ministry of Interior, it had a 

strong substantive claim over any issues related to municipal governance as well as significant 

experience contending with municipal issues (particularly because they were not overly sensitive). 

The other ministries were consequently unwilling to go out on a limb to push the issue, which was 

clearly within the Ministry of Municipal Affairs’ wheelhouse.  

As such, the file for the Municipalities Law that was sent to the Legislation and Opinions 

Bureau left most of the responsibilities at the municipal level, and included only shallow, vague 

responsibilities for the local councils – and ones that significantly overlapped with those of the 

municipalities. Indeed, returning to the example of responsibility for touristic sites noted above, 

the draft indicated that Municipalities were responsible for “contributing to the care of the tourism 

and heritage facilities located within the municipality area and how to manage, exploit and invest 

them”, while local councils would “contribute to the provision of services to the extensive tourism 

 
494 Interview with author, Raed al Adwan, Amman, Jordan, Sept 23, 2020. 
495 interview with author, interviewee 70 (government official), Amman, Jordan, August 23, 2020. 
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and heritage facilities within his specialization”.496 However, al Masri’s reluctance to delegate 

authority to the local councils should not be misinterpreted as a desire to empower elected officials 

at the municipal level. Despite his being a former mayor, al Masri toed the line of previous 

ministers, continuing to shift decentralized municipal responsibilities into deconcentrated 

functions of his Ministry.497 

Reflecting its technical coordination with other ministries, the Ministry of Municipal 

Affairs also coordinated with a more diverse group of technical entities in its drafting of the less-

sensitive Municipalities Law. Despite the fact that al Masri carefully controlled the draft (and other 

less sensitive bills typically have broader non-ministerial actors), significantly more engagement 

occurred for the Municipalities Law than the Decentralization Law.498 This engagement was 

particularly clear with a specific constellation of civil society organizations.  

Al Masri encouraged the input of a handful of Jordanian organizations that had been 

working on local governance and municipal issues in Jordan for some time. These organizations 

had pre-existing relationships of trust with the Ministry of Municipal Affairs and were 

consequently able to continue providing support to the Ministry.499 Al Masri himself had, for 

instance, previously provided consulting support to al Badeel, so he now drew on some of the 

organization’s technical insight for the drafting of the Municipalities Law. While the efforts of 

these municipal reform-focused organizations were not as visible as the advocacy consortia that 

were established to push for reforms to the Decentralization Law, they were ultimately more 

influential. Unlike the contentious discussions around the Decentralization Law, the existing 

 
496 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, Government Draft of Municipalities Law, 2015, Article 6. 
497 Interview with author, interviewee 86 (mayor), Mafraq governorate, Jordan, September 10, 2020. 
498 Interview with author, interviewee 20 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, September 10, 2019. 
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municipal-focused organizations were able to engage in a more supportive manner, allowing some 

input to find its way into the Municipalities Law.  

While the Ministry of Municipal Affairs allowed this handful of civil society actors to 

provide technical support, al Masri was less willing to allow local governance actors to provide 

input on the law. Coinciding with the Ministry of Interior’s presentation of its draft of 

decentralization as a bylaw, the Ministry of Municipal Affairs presented a full draft of the 

Municipalities Law to mayors and municipal councillors in March 2014. For many of these local 

officials, it was the first time they had seen the draft, been involved in discussions therearound, or 

even had an idea of what it contained. As a mayor of a Karaki municipality noted, “the law was 

approved without meeting with mayors and obtaining their opinions, despite the repeated 

assurances of the Minister of Municipalities, Eng. Walid al Masri, on this matter”.500 Many of the 

mayors consequently referred to the draft as a “coup” because it was not only drafted behind closed 

doors but it also betrayed their interests, maintaining the long-standing trends of centralization and 

increased executive control.501 The same Karaki mayor noted that the draft “does not support the 

development of the municipality’s work, but rather contributes to its decline, cancelling the idea 

of financial and administrative independence”.  

A number of mayors consequently called for changes to the draft. They naturally raised 

concerns about how the powers of the municipalities would be affected by the creation of the 

governorate councils and how that would affect independence. They also made a number of 

suggested amendments, including, inter alia, deleting the need for municipal councillors to have a 

 
500 “Mayors Consider the Draft Law a ‘Coup’ on Its Independence and a Detraction from their Powers,” 
al Ghad, April 15, 2014, https://alghad.com/ نا - اھنوناق - عورشم - نوربتعی - تایدلب - ءاسؤر /.  
501 Al Masri, for his part, was trying to push through the draft as quickly as possible. See “Al-Masri 
Expects to Present the “Draft Municipalities Law” to the House of Representatives within Three Months,” 
al Ghad, March 4, 2014, https://alghad.com/ تایدلبلا - نوناق - ةدوسم - ضرع - عقوتی - يرصملا /.  
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university degree (and only requiring that candidates could read and write), placing responsibility 

for oversight of municipal elections under an independent election body, reforming the municipal 

electoral system away from the one-person-one-vote system, increasing taxes municipalities could 

levy on companies operating in their jurisdiction, introducing greater legislative specification 

regarding conditions of municipal partnership with the private sector, limiting the power of the 

cabinet to dismiss councils or any members therein, and changing the minimum age of candidates 

for municipal office.502 

Despite the myriad issues that mayors saw in the proposed Law, they were not able to exert 

significant pressure on the Ministry of Municipal Affairs. This lack of pressure was primarily a 

result of the failure of municipal officials to organize, which was, in turn, a result of their concerns 

that such efforts were futile and could lead to censure.503 Even communication among municipal 

officials was largely limited to intra-municipality discussions. As such, the main fora for 

discussing the law were events organized by engaged international and local organizations, such 

as UNDP, NDI, Identity Center, al Hayat, and al Badeel, as well as the inter-ministerial 

committee’s tour of the country to discuss the tandem drafts.  

Al Masri (and deputies from his Ministry) participated heavily in the inter-ministerial tour, 

focusing his attention on municipal and local-level issues, engaging most extensively with 

municipal officials.504 However, as with the Decentralization Law, these consultations were more 

performative than they were substantive, exerting little impact on the draft of the Municipalities 

 
502 “Demands to Amend the Draft Municipalities Law and the Decentralization System,” al Ghad, June 
28, 2014, https://alghad.com/ تایدلبلا - نوناق - يعورشم - لیدعتب - تابلاطم /; and “Workshop Recommends 
Amendments to the Draft Municipalities Law,” al Ghad, March 7, 2014, https://alghad.com/- لمع - ةشرو

ةدوسم - ىلع - تالیدعت - لاخدإب - يصو  ./ت
503 Interview with author, interviewee 86 (mayor), Mafraq governorate, Jordan, September 10, 2020. 
504 Interview with author, interviewee 63 (governance expert in international institution), Amman, Jordan, 
July 12, 2020. 
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Law. Mayors and municipal councillors acknowledged that the engagement with the Ministry at 

this time was considerable, but, as one mayor noted, “their ideas and recommendations were 

forgotten by the ministerial officials once they left the room”.505 The first draft that was presented 

to the municipal officials, which had already been discussed among the different governmental 

stakeholders, did not change that much before it was submitted to the parliament – and what was 

changed did not reflect the municipal demands.  

Following these broader discussions on the legislation, the Ministry of Municipal Affairs 

compiled a new draft of the Municipalities Law and referred it to the Legislation and Opinion 

Bureau in August 2014.506 By that time, a select subset of civil society had enjoyed a degree of 

influence on the draft, but local officials had provided only limited, largely unheeded input and 

were extremely unhappy with the draft that was published by the Bureau.507 Likewise, officials 

across the salient ministries had enjoyed much more significant opportunities to influence the 

shape of the Law but were also unsatisfied with certain details of the draft. A range of actors 

therefore were looking to subsequent policy arenas for opportunities to have their voices heard and 

redress the issues they saw in the legislation. 

 

4. The Role of the Bureau  

The Legislation and Opinion Bureau, which is under the Prime Ministry, receives drafts 

following Cabinet approval. The Bureau is mandated with drafting laws and ensuring that they fit 

with extant legislation. The Legislation and Opinion Bureau posts the draft law online, allowing 

 
505 Interview with author, interviewee 86 (mayor), Mafraq governorate, Jordan, September 10, 2020. See 
also interview with author, interviewee 72 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, August 24, 2020. 
506 “Draft of New Municipalities Law,” al Ghad, August 5, 2014, https://alghad.com/- نوناق - عورشم - ةدوسم

دیدجلا-تایدلبلا /.  
507 “Specialists Call for a Municipalities Law that Corresponds with the State's Directives toward 
Decentralization,” al Ghad, August 10, 2014, https://alghad.com/ م-قفاوتی-تایدلب-نوناقب-نوبلاطی-نوصتخم /. 



 

 

194 

for public comment on the law. Once the Bureau has drafted the bill, it is returned to the prime 

minister for presentation before the Cabinet. The prime minister then puts it before the House of 

Representatives along with mandating reasons. Officials of the Legislation and Opinion Bureau 

typically note that they are provided with a file on the intended legislation, and they subsequently 

engage with a wide range of actors and sources to pull together the first draft of the legislation.508 

In practice, however, the role of the Bureau is more circumscribed. If the King has expressed a 

vision or the ministries have strongly contested the bill, the file that the Bureau receives typically 

is very prescriptive, containing a largely completed first draft, with the Bureau only double 

checking the legalese. While the files for less sensitive policies sometimes remain underdeveloped 

by the time they reach the Bureau, with both the Decentralization and Municipality Laws, the 

Bureau received thick files with relatively complete first drafts.509 

However, the completeness of the drafts did not mean that the Bureau is inactive. The head 

of the Bureau appointed a consultant to take the lead on each file. And these leads, in turn, 

appointed wider teams to support work on the drafts and conduct consultations with key 

stakeholders. The constituencies for these stakeholders were a bit different for the two laws. The 

Bureau’s engagement on the Decentralization Law was more limited to ongoing consultations with 

the Ministry of Interior (particularly its Secretary General, Samir al Mubaidin, and its legal 

committee), ensuring that everything was distilled into legalese the way the Ministry intended.510 

The consultant for the draft was provided with a very narrow remit, effectively limited to 

deconflicting the draft with other legislation – and particularly ensuring that the draft was in 

alignment with the draft of Municipalities Law. As such, the consultant had little freedom to 

 
508 Interview with author, interviewee 29 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 11, 2020. 
509 Interview with author, interviewee 29 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 11, 2020. 
510 Interview with author, interviewee 26 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 11, 2020. 
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engage with substantive issues in the legislation. Al Adwan noted that “99 percent of the 

[Decentralization] Law remained the same after it passed through the Legislation Bureau”.511 By 

contrast, the consultations were much broader for the Municipalities Law. For this draft, the 

Bureau’s team met with a wide range of technically salient governmental entities to ensure the 

feasibility of the law.512 There was, for instance, a fairly protracted discussion with the Ministry 

of Political and Parliamentary Affairs about how to align the electoral aspects of the draft with 

Jordan’s broader electoral framework. 

The Bureau’s work on the drafts also opened up an opportunity for the other executive 

institutions, particularly the mukhabarat, to review the legislation. As discussed in the preceding 

chapter, the mukhabarat can exert incognito influence by making comments on the publicly 

available draft and then letting the Bureau know which suggestions to address. Unsurprisingly, no 

one in the mukhabarat or Bureau was willing to point to specific examples in either of the laws of 

such influence being exerted. However, the acknowledgment of such actions was unnecessary 

because the mukhabarat was also involved at this time in a more transparent manner in the case of 

the Municipalities Law. While the mukhabarat did not provide any public changes to the 

Decentralization Law (likely because it had already been drafted by al Majali with a security focus 

in mind), it did request changes in the Municipalities Law. It explicitly raised concerns about the 

draft’s defining the newly introduced local councils as “popular” councils rather than “public”.513 

While al Masri and his Ministry favoured “popular” the mukhabarat (as well as Abu Omari) were 

opposed and requested it be changed. This wording was consequently changed in the Bureau’s 

draft.  

 
511 Interview with author, Raed al Adwan, Amman, Jordan, Sept 23, 2020.  
512 Interview with author, interviewee 29 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 11, 2020. 
513 Interview with author, Raed al Adwan, Amman, Jordan, Sept 23, 2020. 
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It is also worth noting that just because a draft is sent to the bureau does not mean that the 

government cannot take back the file and continue its drafting process. This happened multiple 

times with both local governance laws.514 For instance, the Ministry of Interior submitted the draft 

bylaw for decentralization to the Legislation Bureau in March 2014, but when the government 

decided that decentralization would not proceed as a bylaw, the draft was returned to the Ministry 

of Interior to transform into a law. Similarly, after the draft of the Municipalities Law was 

submitted to the Bureau in August 2014, it was sent back to the Ministry of Municipal Affairs 

because Jordan has introduced a number of constitutional amendments, including changes to 

electoral management, that needed to be reflected in the draft.515 Thus, while the role of the Bureau 

may not always be extensive, after a draft has arrived at the Bureau, significant changes may still 

be made by the government.  

 

5. Conclusion 

Between March 2013 when the King mandated al Ensour to move forward with 

decentralization and the passage of the two laws to the parliament in March 2015, Jordan’s 

executive institutions engaged in protracted processes of jockeying over the tandem pieces of 

legislation. While executive decision making in authoritarian regimes is often left unobserved, this 

chapter has focused on pulling back the executive curtain and examining the executive’s inner 

institutional operations. In so doing, it has shown not only that policy in the Jordanian context is 

much more than a reflection of the King’s will, but also that the executive interests are far from 

cohesive. Indeed, in neither of the cases discussed in this chapter were the interests of the executive 

 
514 Interview with author, interviewee 26 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 11, 2020. 
515 “Al-Masri Announces the Start of Drafting of a New Draft of the Municipality Bill,” al Ghad, August 
23, 2014, https://alghad.com/ رشمل-ةدیدج-ةدوسم-ةغایص-ءدب-نلعی-يرصملا /.  
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actors aligned – or uncontentious. Reflecting the central argument of this thesis, however, the 

nature of this executive contention was significantly different in the two cases. Given the greater 

sensitivity of the Decentralization Law, the King outlined a relatively clear vision for governorate-

level reform and placed pressure on executive actors to conform to this vision. By contrast, he did 

not clearly identify a vision for municipal reform, acting more as a linchpin for disputes than a 

driver of the process. Even his role as a linchpin was barely necessary at this stage because of the 

technical nature of the debates surrounding municipal reform. The Municipalities Law did not 

carry the same implications as governorate reform, so the traditional municipal reform 

stakeholders were able to work more collaboratively on the process, focusing on ideas, rather than 

politics.  
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1. Introduction 

The preceding chapter developed the key arguments related to the executive policy arenas 

and the impact of a policy’s sensitivity thereon. This chapter pulls focus to the legislative arenas. 

Drawing on the processes through which the 2015 Decentralization and Municipalities Laws were 

passed, it provides an empirical basis for legislative stages of the policy-making model laid out in 

the next chapter. It makes five key arguments. It shows, firstly, that, although the members of the 

House noted a number of objections to the two laws and even asked for the Decentralization Law 

to be rejected, the general approval of the drafts (and thus their passage to the committee review 

stage) was a foregone conclusion. Secondly, while the salient ministries exerted significant 

influence on the appointed joint committee of the House, the committee was able to resist some of 

this pressure, leveraging its position, in particular, to make amendments to the less sensitive 

Municipalities Law. Thirdly, while the legislative leash for the Decentralization Law was held 

tightly (and was further reigned in at the end of the second reading), the de facto executive provided 

the House with significant space to engage in the more technically focused debates surrounding 

the Municipalities Law. Fourthly, the Senate made important changes to the Decentralization Law 

to ensure that the amendments made by the House did not undermine the interests of the guardians 

of the state, which led to significant contention with the House; the Municipalities Law, by 

contrast, proved less contentious, with the Senate’s small changes being quickly approved by the 

House. Fifthly, the King sided with the House and used his royal prerogative to reject the Senate’s 

changes to the Decentralization Law to ensure the draft fit better with his vision; no such changes 

were needed, however, on the Municipalities Law.  

 

2. The Foregone Conclusion of the First Sessions 
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This section discusses the first readings of the two pieces of legislation, looking first at the 

process surrounding the Decentralization Law before turning to the Municipalities Law. During 

the first reading, the House may approve, amend, or reject the law. If the House determines a need 

for the law, it is then referred to a specialized committee within the House for examination. 

Regardless of the outcome, the draft is referred to the Senate. If the House of Representatives 

rejects the draft in the first reading (and it is therefore not referred to a House committee), it is 

passed to the Senate along with the resolution; otherwise, it moves to the Senate along with the 

original mandating reasons, any amendments and their mandating reasons, and the committee’s 

recommendations.  

During the first sessions of the Decentralization and Municipalities Laws, representatives 

in the House raised a number of objections to the drafts. In the case of the Decentralization Law, 

this opposition stemmed from both the general anxieties that continued to pervade the process as 

well as the concerns of the representitives’ constituents and supporters. There were consequently 

a number of demands for the bill as a whole to be rejected. In the case of the Municipalities Law, 

by contrast, there was less resistance to the bill as a whole, but there were a number of articles that 

concerned the representatives – and the constituents they represented. As such, while a number of 

critiques were voiced, demands for the bill to be rejected as a whole were weaker. For both draft 

laws, however, it was clear from the beginning that they would pass. The bills were coming from 

the King with a clear mandate; the representatives consequently could not vote against the drafts, 

so they instead showed their opposition through their words – and their feet. Their opposition was 

thus more performative than action-oriented.  

 

2.1 Voting with Their Feet Against the Decentralization Law  



 

 

201 

As a result of significant back-and-forth between the Legislation Bureau and the ministries, 

the draft of the Decentralization Law took longer to pass through the executive arenas than 

planned. The draft of the Municipalities Law was consequently ready for parliamentary review 

ahead of the draft Decentralization Law. While the government, and Prime Minister al Ensour in 

particular, encouraged the House to move forward with the Municipalities Law independently of 

the Decentralization Law, the House demanded that both laws be reviewed at the same time so 

that they could be better integrated with each other.516 With nudging from the Royal Court, the 

government complied and consequently accelerated its work on the Decentralization Law, putting 

it in front of the parliament for a first reading in March 2015, and thereby allowing the House of 

Representatives to review the two drafts in tandem. Thus, once the executive finished with the 

bills, the House held its first readings for the two drafts together. 

 The representatives had been excluded (much to their chagrin) from any early discussions 

with the government about the Decentralization Law,517 so the first reading constituted their 

earliest opportunity to voice their opinions about the draft. Given that decentralization was a new 

process and its implications remained somewhat unclear, it raised a number of questions for the 

representatives. Several interviewed representatives estimated that, at the time of the first reading, 

as many as 90% of their colleagues opposed the draft of the Decentralization Law.518 Some of the 

more reformist representatives felt that the bill would not support the genuine governance change 

the government had promised because the draft did not provide the subnational authorities with 

 
516 Interview with author, interviewee 54 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
August 18, 2020.  
517 Jamil al Nimri, “Decentralization…If the Government Had Consulted with Us!” al Ghad, November 
13, 2014, https://alghad.com/ انعم-ةموكحلا-ترواشت-ول-ةیزكرماللا /. f 
518 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 60 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, July 
1, 2020; and interview with author, interviewee 39 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, 
December 13, 2019. 
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any significant autonomy.519 Other, more loyalist and service-focused representatives, by contrast, 

were worried that the implications of the bills were too substantial, carrying the potential to 

undermine the existing division of power – and, thus, parliamentarian privileges.520 This latter 

concern was driven not only by threats to the service-delivery roles they performed as members of 

the parliament, but also by the objections raised by their constituents and members of municipal 

councils in those districts. Regardless of the real source of their resistance, the representatives 

tended to frame their objections as efforts to ensure the draft remained in line with the King’s 

vision – and the spirit of decentralization.521 Interestingly, while decentralization in other contexts 

is often rooted in the principle of subsidiarity (which suggests that public administration should 

function at the lowest possible level, with higher levels of government performing only the tasks 

that cannot be performed more effectively at a lower level),522 the parliamentarians drew on a more 

homegrown reference to this same principle; the representatives continually noted that the Arabic 

expression, “the people of Mecca know its streets best”.523 

These objections created a dilemma for the representatives. On the one hand, many of the 

representatives wanted to reject the bill. The more loyalist, service-based representatives were 

worried about their own positions as members of the House as well as potential backlash from 

their constituents for supporting the government’s decentralization formula. Similarly, the 

 
519 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 51 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, June 
16, 2020; and interview with author, interviewee 11 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, 
September 4, 2019. 
520 Interview with author, interviewee 45 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, December 15, 
2019.  
521 See Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 
6) of the second special session for the 17th house of representatives, held on Tuesday, August 18, 2015.” 
522 See Walter Stohr, “Subsidiarity: A Key Concept for Regional Development Policy,” Regional 
Development Paradigms, Vol. 3 (UNCRD, 2001). 
523 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 6) of 
the second special session for the 17th house of representatives, held on Tuesday, August 18, 2015.” 
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reformist representatives wanted to see the government’s democratic discourse translated into 

more ambitious legislation and were also facing pressure from their supporters.524 On the other 

hand, pressure was being exerted from above, encouraging the representatives to push through the 

Decentralization Law as it had been drafted by the government. The representatives implicitly 

knew – and were explicitly reminded – that the legislation was backed by a monarchical vision 

and that the government had invested significant time arriving at a draft that had the buy-in of the 

ministers, the mukhabarat, and the rest of the Policy Council.525 They were also told that the King 

wanted the bills to be passed quickly and that international support in the range of tens or hundreds 

of millions depended on having the laws in place.526  

The answer to the dilemma was fairly clear for most representatives: vote with the 

government. As discussed further in chapter 7, it is unusual for the parliament to reject bills, 

particularly when they relate to sensitive issues. As one prominent deputy noted, “[w]e already 

knew that the law would pass the first reading. The King supported it, even if others did not. For 

sensitive issues like this, there is always an agreement between the government and the 

representatives”.527 So, despite the myriad objections to the Decentralization Law, representatives 

(and parliamentary observers) did not expect the parliament to actually reject the bill. They did, 

however, expect that opposition would be vocalized in the House during the first session – and this 

is exactly what happened. 

 
524 Interview with author, interviewee 11 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, September 4, 
2019.  
525 Interview with author, interviewee 51 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, June 16, 2020.  
526 It was not, however, clear from where this information had come; in fact, I was frequently asked 
during interviews – even with ministers – if I knew who had promised this funding that was endlessly 
discussed in 2014 and 2015. 
527 Interview with author, interviewee 54 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
August 18, 2020. 
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When the Speaker of the House opened the floor to comments during the first reading, 

representative after representative rose to forcefully object to the bill, noting, for instance, that 

decentralization would represent a significant administrative and financial burden, that there was 

no public support for the process, and that it should be reviewed more fully before being translated 

into legislation.528 The representatives’ emotive speeches performed a crucial function. They 

allowed grievances with the draft law – genuine or not – to be aired in a public forum. 

Representatives of different political orientations took the opportunity not only to speak their 

consciences, but also to provide themselves with political cover.529 Regardless of the outcome of 

the first session, they could now go back to their constituencies and tell opponents of the 

Decentralization Law that they had voiced their objections to the bill – but to no avail given the 

overwhelming power of the government.  

These vocal objections did not translate into votes against the bill. In fact, before the vote 

on the Decentralization Law was held, representatives who were opposed to the bill emptied out 

of the House, ensuring their absence during the voting process.530 This exodus constituted an act 

of compliant objection to the bill.531 The departed representatives did not want to endorse the bill, 

but they also did not want to butt heads with the executive by voting against it. As such, when the 

Speaker of the House, Atef al Tarawneh, asked if representatives wanted to reject the draft, very 

few hands were raised (from amongst the already small group of representatives who had not 

walked out of the chamber). Many more hands were raised when he subsequently asked whether 

 
528 Jordan Days, video recording of House of Representatives session, March 15, 2015.  
529 Interview with author, interviewee 95 (parliamentary correspondent), Amman, Jordan, September 23, 
2020.  
530 This departure can be clearly seen in the video footage of the session (March 15, 2015) captured by 
Jordan Days. 
531 Interview with author, interviewee 95 (parliamentary correspondent), Amman, Jordan, September 23, 
2020.   
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the representatives were in favour of submitting the draft for a joint review by the legal and 

administrative committees of the House. 

The first reading thus proceeded in the obedient manner that parliamentary observers 

expected. However, one important development did occur during the session – one that carried 

significant implications for the remainder of the legislative process. Representatives Abdul Karim 

al Doghmi and Haditha al Khraisha introduced a motion to have the Decentralization Law referred 

to the Constitutional Court. Although Prime Minister al Ensour assured the House that the draft 

had already been reviewed for its constitutionality, the House of Representatives voted in favour 

of the proposal.532 The judicial body’s subsequent findings – which challenged the constitutionality 

of the draft – were submitted to the House while the draft was between the first and second readings 

(as discussed below). 

 

2.2 A Less Contentious First Reading of the Municipalities Law  

 The first reading of the Municipalities Law proceeded in a similar manner. However, while 

the representatives once again voiced their objections, their performances were less extensive. A 

Municipalities Law already existed, and the new draft was not paradigmatically different. The 

municipal governance institutions and processes therefore constituted known quantities. As such, 

instead of the broad-strokes opposition to the process that defined many of the politically fueled 

objections to the Decentralization Law, representatives instead expressed concerns with specific 

articles in the draft.533 They knew, however, that these concerns could be dealt with in the 

committee or during the second reading, and that – unlike the political debates that would emerge 

 
532 “Representatives Ask the Constitutional Court about the Constitutionality of the Decentralization 
Law,” al Ghad, March 15, 2015, https://alghad.com/ وتسد - نع - ةیروتسدلا - ةمكحملا - لأسی - باونلا /. 
533 Interview with author, interviewee 51 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, June 16, 2020. 
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during the sessions on the Decentralization Law – the House would actually be able to have 

influence on the more technically focused debates that would surround the Municipalities Law.534 

There were consequently few calls for the Municipalities Law to be rejected outright. Objections 

to the bill were certainly voiced and were again fueled by the need of representatives to 

performatively show that they were representing the objections of their constituents and 

supporters, but there was no real need for the bill as a whole to be rejected. As a result, the 

representatives were not put in the difficult position they had been with the Decentralization Law. 

Thus, the pre-vote exodus from the House was not necessary.  

 

3. The Tug of War for Committee Influence  

 After the first session, the committee provides an opinion on the draft and its reasons and 

then returns it to the House of Representatives for approval. Regardless of the outcome, the draft 

is referred to the Senate along with the original mandating reasons, any amendments and their 

mandating reasons, and the committee’s recommendations. This section explores the input of the 

appointed joint (administrative and legal) committee on the draft Decentralization and 

Municipalities Laws. It explains that the committee’s discussions afforded the engaged 

representatives the opportunity to provide genuine input into the drafts. The debates surrounding 

the Decentralization Law proved more political, provoking greater de facto executive interest – 

and inter-executive contention. However, despite the sensitivity of the draft, the committee 

members retained some leverage. The de facto executive (the Royal Court and the mukhabarat) 

institutions delimited clear red lines to protect the King’s vision, only leaving certain aspects of 

 
534 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 11 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, 
September 4, 2019; and interview with author, interviewee 60 (parliamentary representative), Amman, 
Jordan, July 1, 2020. 
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the draft unprotected, and thereby allowing for engagement on these issues. On the Municipalities 

Law, by contrast, the committee members were able to engage more genuinely across the entire 

draft. Given the bill’s lack of sensitivity, the de facto executive had little interest in the 

Municipalities Law, so the committee had more independence, contending primarily with the 

pressure of ministries. While the committee would have had little power to resist any interventions 

by the de facto executive, it was better able to leverage the formal rules and its endogeneity to 

resist ministerial influence.  

 

3.1 Mediating Inter-Executive Interests for the Decentralization Law  

The joint committee held such protracted discussions on the draft of the Decentralization 

Law that the House’s second reading of the draft, which was scheduled for June 2015,535 did not 

occur until the House’s second extraordinary session in August.536 Given the sensitive nature of 

the Decentralization Law, there was significant spillover from earlier arenas, with inter-executive 

tensions from the earlier venues now playing out in the committee sessions. For its part, the 

mukhabarat was quite content with the draft; confident that the draft had thus far been forged in a 

manner that would maintain the status quo, the mukhabarat tried to push through the bill in its 

current form with as few parliamentary adjustments as possible.537 On the other side, Prime 

Minister al Ensour, who had previously tried to scuttle the draft as a whole, continued to push 

against the process, now asking the committee to move forward with the draft but to postpone its 

 
535 “Royal Decree Calls the National Assembly to an Extraordinary Session,” al Ghad, March 15, 2015, 
https://alghad.com/ ا-ةرود-ىلإ-ةمألا-سلجم-ةوعدب-ةیكلم-ةدارإ /.  
536 “Royal Decree to Invite the National Assembly to Meet in an Extraordinary Session,” al Ghad, July 
21, 2015, https://alghad.com/ عامتجالل - ةمألا - سلجم - ةوعدب - ةیكلم - ةدارإ /; and “First Sessions of the ‘Exceptional 
National’ on Sunday and the ‘Municipalities’ Opened the Deliberations,” al Ghad, July 26, 2015, 
https://alghad.com/ لاو - دحألا - ةمألا - ةیئانثتسا - تاسلج - ىلوأ /. 
537 Interview with author, interviewee 81 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
September 7, 2020. 
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implementation until after 2020.538 And the ministries continued to push their own agendas, with 

both the Ministry of Interior and Ministry of Municipal Affairs (among others) pushing for 

expanded mandates.  

Some of these executive interests had much more influence than others. Crucially, the 

interests of the mukhabarat could not be ignored. Always influential within the parliamentary 

committees (an upshot of the mukhabarat allegiances of many of the committee members),539 the 

intelligence institution ensured that the committee’s discussions did not depart too far from the 

government’s draft. Beyond this general prescription, however, the mukhabarat had little stake in 

the details of the draft, and consequently did not interfere in smaller issues.540 As such, the 

mukhabarat delimited the red lines of the arena within which both the committee members and 

the ministries could compete with one another.  

The conflicting ministerial interests resulted in a number of different disputes in the 

committee, particularly between the Ministry of Interior and Ministry of Municipal Affairs. While 

al Majali’s view of decentralization would likely have aligned with the mukhabarat’s approach 

(and was palatable to al Masri), the leadership of the Ministry of Interior changed after the first 

draft of the Decentralization Law was sent to the Legislation and Opinion Bureau. The new 

Minister of Interior, Salameh Hammad, was committed to further expanding the Ministry’s control 

at the governorate level. In particular, the government’s draft law suggested introducing two 

governorate-level councils, an appointed executive council and an elected governorate council. 

 
538 Interview with author, interviewee 107 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
March 29, 2021.  
539 Interview with author, interviewee 55 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan,  June 25, 2020.  
540 Interview with author, interviewee 80 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
September 6, 2020.   
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Hammad wanted both of these bodies to be under the authority of the Ministry of Interior.541 He 

also wanted the governorate authorities to have oversight over some municipal functions, such as 

budgeting and project planning. Unsurprisingly, not all the ministries participating in the 

committee were keen on Hammad’s expansionism. Reflecting the interests of the Ministry of 

Municipal Affairs, for instance, al Masri sought to protect municipal autonomy – and, of course, 

the influence of his Ministry, which had long been transforming decentralized powers into 

deconcentrated ones under its purview.542 He consequently pushed for the new governorate 

councils to be closely connected to the existing municipal councils.543 With a slightly adjacent 

agenda, the Minister of Political and Parliamentary Affairs, al Kalaldeh, attempted to inject a rough 

translation of the extant (2012) election law into the into the legislation, which could help to 

enlarge the role of his ministry.544  

The committee members tried to prevent these inter-ministerial conflicts from 

monopolizing the discussion in the sessions.545 In this effort, they proved fairly successful, despite 

the high degree of sensitivity of the Decentralization Law. While the fundamental principles of the 

draft were protected by red lines and consequently left unchanged, the aspects of the bill involving 

decisions around which ministries would be given which responsibilities were not protected. The 

committee members thus leveraged their endogenous positions to act as mediators between the 

 
541 Interview with author, interviewee 107 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
March 29, 2021. 
542 Interview with author, interviewee 54 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
June 23, 2020. 
543 Interview with author, Walid al Masry, Amman, Jordan, July 5, 2020. 
544 Interview with author, interviewee 76 (governance expert in international institution), phone interview, 
August 26, 2020.  
545 Interview with author, interviewee 80 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
September 6, 2020.   
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ministries. In this way, the members were able to resist excessive ministerial influence around the 

aspects of the bill that were of less interest to the de facto executive.  

 The leverage of the committee was in large part attributable to the influence of the joint 

committee’s leadership: the head of the administrative committee, Khamis al Attiyah, and the head 

of the administrative committee, Mustafah al Amawi. These members drew upon their personal 

influence and experience, which offered them an expansive toolkit of strategies, such as coalition 

building and information leaking. For instance, in response to Prime Minister al Ensour’s attempts 

to influence (and stall the implementation of) the draft law, al Amawi spoke with the King, telling 

him that if al Ensour continued to interfere, he would notify the media of the situation.546 As a 

result, the heads of the Royal Court and the mukhabarat asked al Ensour to take a step back from 

the process. In other cases, the committee heads simply shut some ministers out of meetings. In 

response to the Ministry of Interior’s uncooperative expansionist efforts, for example, the 

committee not only attempted to work with al Masri to form a united front against Hammad, but 

also refused to allow Hammad to join some of its sessions.547 

 Of course, while the committee members may have been united in their desire to prevent 

their arena from being dominated by exogenous actors, they were not themselves united in their 

views on how to move forward with decentralization. Indeed, the draft law was intensely contested 

among the joint committee, with members presenting a wide range of opinions. Some members 

demonstrated significant support for the bill in the form that it had been submitted by the 

government. Others opposed it, either out of concerns for the implications of decentralization on 

patron-clientelism or because they wanted to see more powers move to the governorate councils. 

 
546 Interview with author, interviewee 80 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
September 6, 2020.   
547 Interview with author, interviewee 107 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
March 29, 2021. 
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The committee members were also not entirely removed from the inter-executive disputes. As 

explained further in chapter 7, committee members are typically highly pro-government actors 

who emerge from dominant blocs within the House. They consequently tend to represent 

conservative interests. Beyond this general characteristic, they also may have extra-parliamentary 

connections or allegiances, potentially reflecting the interests of, inter alia, the Ministry of Interior, 

the Prime Ministry, or the mukhabarat.548 

 The views of committee members also shifted over time not only because of the influence 

of other actors, but also because of the accumulation of knowledge within the committee. Indeed, 

the committee took its time to gain an improved understanding of the issue, conducting a 

comparative study of 85 other countries.549 To support this comparative analysis, the committee 

was also invited to visit a number of countries, including the United Kingdom and Sweden, to 

better understand their local governance systems.550 The research helped to address some of the 

concerns of committee members, which was particularly important because worries of 

federalization and Balkanization had crept back into the discourse. In this regard, one committee 

member noted, for instance, that he did not initially support the draft – or decentralization as a 

whole; however, following conversations with international organizations (which provided 

considerable technical support and even participated in some of the committee sessions), 

representatives of countries with decentralized governance systems, and the King, he felt that he 

 
548 Interview with author, interviewee 55 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan,  June 25, 2020. 
549 Interview with author, interviewee 69 (governance expert in international institution), Amman, Jordan, 
August 23, 2020.  
550 Interview with author, interviewee 34 (governance expert in international institution), Beirut, Lebanon, 
November 27, 2019.  
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“understood better decentralization and its benefits”.551 In subsequent sessions, he consequently 

pushed for enhanced governorate-level autonomy. 

Overall, the committee managed to resist some of the excesses of the ministries and, while 

not departing significantly from the intentions of the government’s draft, did make some important 

changes. One of the key changes related to the procedures that would be followed in the event of 

a dispute between the executive and the governorate councils. Article 11 of the draft compiled by 

the government indicated that, in the event of a dispute, the minister of the interior, in consultation 

with the respective governor, would elevate the issue to the prime minister.552 The committee 

removed the prime minister from this process. The revised draft thus indicated that a committee 

would be assembled under the Ministry of Interior and would include appointed members and a 

representative of the respective governorate council, with the ruling of a majority of the committee 

prevailing.553 Another key change concerned the percentage of the governorate councils that 

should be appointed. Article 6 of the government’s draft indicated that 25% of each council’s 

members would be appointed; despite Ministry of Interior requests,554 the committee decided that 

more of the House should be elected, reducing the appointments to 15%. The committee further 

added a 15% women’s quota for the governorate councils. It also succeeded in putting temporal 

limits on executive-appointed interim governorate councils; Article 35 of the government’s draft 

indicated that a governorate council could be dissolved by the cabinet and replaced with a 

temporary committee, allowing this committee to stay in place throughout the entire mandate of 

 
551 Interview with author, interviewee 54 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
June 23, 2020. 
552 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, Government Draft of Decentralization Law, 2015. 
553 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, House of Deputies Joint Committee (Legal and Administrative 
Committee) Draft of Decentralization Law, 2015. 
554 Interview with author, interviewee 54 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
June 23, 2020 
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the council. In practice, this would have allowed the government to appoint a new governorate 

council if uncooperative members were elected. The committee changed this process, setting a six-

month time limit on temporary committees. In sum, the committee’s changes helped to protect a 

degree of governorate council autonomy from central government encroachment.  

One key battleground issue that emerged during the committee’s discussions was whether 

the newly formed governorate councils should be provided with legal personality. Some of the 

House representatives and ministries (including the Ministry of Justice) were in favour of giving 

them legal standing, but other members of the committee were firmly opposed to providing such 

extensive responsibility to the council given that it was Jordan’s first experience with the 

institution.555 They also feared that legal personality would provide the councils with too much 

autonomy, potentially even allowing them to make agreements with foreign entities.556 Hammad 

and al Masri were strongly against it, preferring power to be vested, respectively, with the governor 

and the municipality.557 These opponents (and their committee allies) managed to prevent the 

inclusion of legal personality. However, as is discussed below, committee member Mustafah al 

Yaghi submitted a dissenting opinion that was subsequently discussed during the second 

reading.558  

 Although the committee was able to resist some of the ministerial influence, it still had to 

seriously engage with this pressure from above. By contrast, it could more easily ignore bottom-

 
555 Interview with author, interviewee 54 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
August 18, 2020. 
556 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 106 (ministerial official), Amman, Jordan, October 30, 
2020; and interview with author, interviewee 70 (ministerial official), Amman, Jordan, August 23, 2020. 
557 Interview with author, interviewee 80 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
September 6, 2020.   
558 “Representatives Demand the Withdrawal of ‘Decentralization’ from the Government and Consider It 
a ‘Hollow Body’,” Ammon News, August 18, 2015, https://www.ammonnews.net/article/240065. 
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up pressure, particularly from local governance actors and civil society.559 Nevertheless, the 

committee made a concerted effort (at least for the sake of external optics) to understand how 

Jordanians felt about decentralization. To this end, it organized a “national dialogue” – effectively 

another study tour (akin to the government’s preceding discussions) to speak with a range of 

stakeholders across the country. These stakeholders included civil society organizations, Jordanian 

youth, students, municipal officials, former ministers, trade unions, and the major parties. The tour 

began in March 2015 and lasted until June, with the committee delegation visiting multiple districts 

in each of Jordan’s governorates. The committee also held five sessions in the House to which it 

invited a range of stakeholders.560 Through the “national dialogue”, the committee collected 746 

recommendations and observations, including 103 recommendations on the decentralization law, 

124 recommendations on the municipal law, and 519 general notes on the two laws.561 Among 

their myriad recommendations, the engaged stakeholders suggested, inter alia, that governorate 

councils be entirely elected, that a women’s quota should be included, that the representation of 

youth in governate councils should be enhanced, that clearer parameters for appointed officials 

should be set, and that improved mechanisms for electoral district designation and allocation of 

seats therein be put in place.  

 
559 Interview with author, interview 72 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, August 24, 2020.  
560 Notably, NDI played a significant role in organizing the dialogue sessions. Committee members 
stressed that NDI did not play a role in the discussion themselves, but other individuals involved in these 
processes noted that NDI provided some guidance for the sessions, encouraging the members, for 
instance, not to address issues that were already decided and could not be changed. NDI also offered 
technical assistance, providing analysis of some of the articles. Interview with author, interviewee 63 
(governance expert in international institution), Amman, Jordan, July 12, 2020. 
561 “Joint Parliamentary: The Decentralization Law Is a Project that Will Change the Face of the State 
Administratively,” al Ghad, May 9, 2015, https://alghad.com/م- ةیزكرماللا - نوناق - ةیباینلا - ةكرتشملا /.  
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Interviewed members of the committee emphasized the importance of the findings of the 

national dialogue for their approach to the Decentralization Law.562 However, many of the local 

stakeholders were not satisfied. Indeed, one mayor’s comment concisely articulated the complaints 

of many participants in the national dialogue; he noted, “the parliament listened to us, but they 

only took forward the ideas they already had”.563 While it is hard to accurately assess the extent to 

which the dialogue actually informed the committee’s positions, it seems likely that the mayor is 

correct in his assessment – the committee simply picked the recommendations that they agreed 

with and disregarded the rest. Indeed, interviewed representatives in the committee acknowledged 

that they felt little pressure to heed the recommendations of the dialogue, noting that they were 

contending with more top-down pressure and that the national dialogue discussions exerted more 

influence on the discussions around the Municipalities Law.564 

 

3.2 Working with the Government on the Municipalities Law  

As with the Decentralization Law, there was significant debate during the committee 

sessions dedicated to the Municipalities Law.565 However, because the draft was less sensitive than 

the Decentralization Law, the nature of the debate was different. The discussions were more 

technical, and there was consequently less interest among the de facto executive – and less political 

interest among the ministries. As a result, there was less spillover from earlier arenas and there 

was greater inter-arena power dynamism (because endogeneity proved more significant). The 

 
562 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 80 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, 
Jordan, September 6, 2020; and interview with author, interviewee 107 (member of joint parliamentary 
committee), Amman, Jordan, March 29, 2021. 
563 Interview with author, interviewee 86 (mayor), Mafraq governorate, Jordan, September 10, 2020. 
564 Interview with author, interviewee 107 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
March 29, 2021. 
565 Interview with author, interviewee 81 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
September 7, 2020. 



 

 

216 

committee members were actually able to exercise their formal role due to the de facto executive’s 

apathy toward the bill. Recognizing this dynamic, they chose to put aside the Municipalities Law, 

dealing with the Decentralization Law first to ensure they were on firm ground when they dealt 

with municipal issues.566 

The committee certainly contended with some political issues. These issues primarily 

revolved around the distribution of ministerial responsibilities for municipal governance. For 

instance, Hammad engaged directly in the sessions, trying once again to expand the Ministry of 

Interior’s subnational control. Reflecting his ambitions at the governorate level, Hammad wanted 

the decisions of governors (and, by extension, the Ministry of Interior) to overrule those of 

mayors.567 This plan was not only objectionable to the Ministry of Municipal Affairs, but also the 

committee. Most of the committee members believed that the Ministry of Interior’s ambitions were 

antithetical to the vision of the King, as it would not allow for genuine bottom-up development.568 

They also wanted to preserve some municipal independence to ensure that the entire subnational 

governance system was not placed under a single ministry. Moreover, they were in close 

coordination with municipal officials, who were naturally opposed to the Ministry’s plans.  

 Most of the issues discussed were, however, more technical. They involved important – 

but less contentious – issues; in general, they dealt neither with difficult questions about the 

downloading of powers from the central government to subnational governments nor with who 

 
566 Their prioritization of the Municipalities Law was based not only on the fact that the governorate-level 
reform in the Decentralization Law was the direct will of the King, so fewer changes in its form would be 
possible, but also because they thought the Municipalities Law was more important; based on the 
government drafts of the two laws, it was clear that most of the power at the governorate level would be 
placed under appointed bodies, while all of the municipal governance actors would be elected.  
567 Interview with author, interviewee 107 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
March 29, 2021. 
568 Interview with author, interviewee 81 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
September 7, 2020. 
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would lead which new governance bodies. A key issue, for instance, was how to classify 

municipalities and the process for forming new municipalities. Local governance officials with 

support from the Ministry of Municipal Affairs pushed for smaller municipalities that would reflect 

pre-amalgamation borders (as discussed in chapter 4), suggesting that any block of citizens over 

5,000 should be able to petition for a new municipality.569 However, many of the executive actors, 

the Prime Ministry and Ministry of Interior in particular, wanted to make this municipality-creation 

process more difficult, arguing that it would be easier to maintain security and stability in larger 

administrative units.570 Another key issue was an article in the government’s draft stating, 

“employees appointed by the Minister based on the recommendation of the President are 

considered to be members of the judicial police in accordance with the provisions stipulated in the 

Code of Criminal Procedure in force”.571 Despite the government’s preference for this clause, the 

committee engaged in considerable debate around this issue, ultimately removing this stipulation 

from the draft. Other key issues related to the extent of oil revenues that should be allocated to the 

municipalities (Article 20), what minimum academic qualifications should be set for municipal 

officials (Article 9), the extent to which the subnational election process should be specified in the 

numerous articles of the law or in subsequent instructions, whether a quota for women candidates 

should be set for the councils (Article 33), and the extent to which there should be appointed 

members on the municipal councils (Article 3).572  

 
569 Interview with author, interviewee 80 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
September 6, 2020.  
570 Interview with author, interviewee 107 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
March 29, 2021. 
571 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, Government Draft of Municipalities Law, 2015, Article 43. 
572 Interview with author, interviewee 107 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
March 29, 2021. 
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 Reflecting the differing nature of policy discussions, the actors who were involved in the 

committee discussions on the Municipalities Law were a bit different than those engaged in the 

sessions on the Decentralization Law. In the first place, the de facto executive, particularly the 

mukhabarat, was much less active in this process than it was during the Decentralization Law 

because there was little potential for the committee discussions to challenge implicit red lines.573 

The ministerial engagement in the sessions also looked a bit different; while the committee 

discussions around the Decentralization Law were dominated by the same constellation of 

ministries that were central to the drafting process, a broader array of ministries engaged with the 

Municipalities Law. Much of the discussion around the Municipalities Law naturally took place 

between the committee and the Ministry of Municipal Affairs (with dialogue flowing between the 

committee and al Masri’s man in the committee, Abu Omari), but the committee also engaged 

closely with a number of other ministries, including the Ministries of Health, Education, 

Agriculture, Public Works, and Finance.574 Overall, the array of engaged institutions was much 

broader than in the Decentralization Law because of the nature of the debates that ensued. As one 

representative noted, “everyone was involved, even the kaak [sandwich] maker”.575 

 The committee knew that even though it would encounter less downward pressure on 

municipal issues, it would face significant upward pressure. Throughout its sessions, the 

committee was in close coordination with mayors and other municipal officials, and the 

Municipalities Law was also discussed on the committee’s tour. Indeed, the tour was a key forum 

within which the municipal officials could express their strong opposition to the proposed changes 

 
573 Interview with author, interviewee 81 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
September 7, 2020. 
574 Interview with author, interviewee 54 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
June 23, 2020. 
575 Interview with author, interviewee 39 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, December 13, 
2019. 
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in the draft. In fact, although more time was devoted to the discussion of the Decentralization Law, 

participants in the dialogue sessions noted that just as much, if not more, concern was directed 

toward the Municipalities Law.576 This concern pertained to, among many others issues, the 

exceptional treatment of development and industrial areas such as Aqaba, the inclusion of a 

women’s quota for the municipal councils, academic qualifications for municipal council 

candidacy, and the extensive power of the Ministry of Municipal Affairs to interfere in municipal 

council affairs. 

This upward pressure could be more easily ignored than the downward pressure – although 

not to the same extent as in the decentralization process. A wide range of participating stakeholders 

lamented that the new draft yielded no real change because the Ministry of Municipal Affairs 

would retain its extensive authority and the competencies of the municipalities would remain the 

same.577 With in-depth knowledge of municipal governance, mayors and municipal officials had 

a clearer understanding of the implications of the Municipalities Law than the Decentralization 

Law, allowing them to engage – and lobby for change – more effectively. Committee members 

indicated that they took the local recommendations seriously,578 but mayors felt that only a small 

percentage of their recommendations were adopted and, in general, they were marginalized in the 

decision-making process.579 While they felt excluded and emphasized that their efforts to organize 

 
576 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 81 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, 
Jordan, September 7, 2020; and interview with author, interviewee 63 (international governance expert), 
Amman, Jordan, July 12, 2020. 
577 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 86 (mayor), Mafraq governorate, Jordan, September 10, 
2020; interview with author, interviewee 72 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, August 24, 2020.  
578 Interview with author, interviewee 54 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
June 23, 2020. 
579 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 57 (mayor), Irbid governorate, Jordan, June 26, 2020; and 
interview with author, interviewee 84 (mayor), Mafraq governorate, Jordan, September 10, 2020. 
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were met with resistance, they felt they had greater influence on the Municipalities Law than the 

Decentralization Law.580 

 

4. Variable Exogenous Influence on the Second Reading  

 After the committee reviews a draft, it is referred back to the House to review and vote on 

the suggested changes before the draft is passed to the senate. This section discusses the second 

readings of the Decentralization and Municipalities Laws. It explains that the drafts of both laws 

provoked considerable debate in the House. However, while the discussions were more extensive 

for both drafts than is normal, much more time was devoted to the Municipalities Law. Like the 

joint committee, the House focused on the Municipalities Law because the representatives knew 

they would have greater freedom to discuss – and influence – that bill.581 Indeed, the House 

enjoyed considerable freedom to make revisions to the less political, more technical issues that 

occupied the sessions related to the Municipalities Law. The sessions pertaining to the 

Decentralization Law, by contrast, were much more tightly controlled. While a limited degree of 

space was initially provided to representatives during the decentralization debates, the leash was 

later tightened, with a number of the reforms that were passed during the second reading being 

undone at the end of the process. Thus, while there was an appearance of relatively open 

discussions throughout the sessions on decentralization, only a couple of important changes were 

left in the draft when it finally moved to the Senate.  

 

4.1 Binary Decisions on the Decentralization Law  

 
580 Interview with author, interviewee 86 (mayor), Mafraq governorate, Jordan, September 10, 2020.  
581 Interview with author, interviewee 54 (member of joint parliamentary committee), August 18, 2020. 
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By the time the Decentralization Law was returned to the House, there was relative 

alignment between the executive institutions and joint committee about how to move forward. 

Given that the committee had worked closely with the government to arrive at a compromised 

approach to the sensitive issue, the representatives knew that they were expected to avoid any 

significant departures from the committee’s draft.582 One reformist representative noted that “it 

was assumed that [the draft] would just pass through parliament without issues. And it did”.583 

Another representative explained that, while “deputies own their decisions, we knew that the King 

supported it, so it wasn’t challenged…and the government had already cooked it in the 

committee”584 Indeed, during the second reading, a conservative representative, Ahmed al Jaloudi, 

asked one of his more reformist colleagues, Rula al Hroub, to stop wasting the time of the House 

by making proposals that were clearly too ambitious.585 Moreover, if there was any lack of clarity 

about how representatives were expected to vote, it was made clear by governmental participants 

in the House debates (primarily ministers) – or through backroom directions from the de facto 

executive. And, while some representatives asked for changes to be made to the Decentralization 

Law that departed both from the government’s draft and the committee’s draft, these proposals 

were largely unsuccessful. Amendments typically only passed when it was clear there was 

committee and government buy-in – or at least tolerance for the changes.  

The opening discussion around the Decentralization Law was somewhat of an exception 

to the general deference to the existing drafts that characterized the process. Representatives 

 
582 Interview with author, interviewee 51 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, June 16, 2020. 
583 Interview with author, interviewee 11 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, September 4, 
2019. 
584 Interview with author, interviewee 60 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, July 1, 2020. 
585 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 6) of 
the Second Special Session for the 17th House of Representatives, held on Tuesday, August 18, 2015.: 
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returned to the question of whether the Decentralization Law as a whole should be withdrawn.586 

While drafts can only be rejected in the first session, the representatives exploited discussions 

around Article 1 (which sets out the proposed law’s name and the date from which it shall be 

enforced) as an opportunity to re-open the issue of cancellation. This development consequently 

seemed very strange; however, the situation becomes clearer when it is understood that these 

discussions stemmed, at least in part, from rumours that the government wanted the bill to be 

cancelled.587 As it turns out, the parliamentary discussion of cancellation reflected the interests of 

a specific group of anti-decentralization actors in the executive who were trying to use the 

parliament as an excuse to cancel the draft law.588 It was consequently this group’s parliamentary 

allies who introduced the idea of cancellation during the Article 1 discussion. Reflecting the early 

demand from the Ministry of Interior, these representatives suggested that decentralization should 

instead move forward as a bylaw. Predictably, these exceptional calls for rejecting decentralization 

outright were justified by assertions that the proposed law was not in line with the vision of the 

King.589  

In response to these calls for cancellation, veteran representatives, including al Nimri, 

noted during the session that the discussion of withdrawing the draft should not be taking place in 

the second reading (and that the House should not be fooled into doing the dirty work of 

 
586 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 6) of 
the Second Special Session for the 17th House of Representatives, held on Tuesday, August 18, 2015.” 
587 ‘“Decentralization’ Enters the Gray Area…Opponents of the Project Spread through Governmental 
and Legislative Bodies,” al Ghad, June 27, 2015, https://alghad.com/ عمو - ةیدامرلا - ةقطنملا - لخدی - ةیزكرماللا /. 
588 Interview with author, interviewee 81 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
September 7, 2020.  
589 A good example of this justification was the comment made by Raed Hijazin in regards to Article 1. 
See The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 
6) of the Second Special Session for the 17th House of Representatives, held on Tuesday, August 18, 
2015.” 
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government opponents to decentralization).590 However, Speaker al Tarawneh, who was himself 

opposed to decentralization, concluded that the discussion was permissible and allowed it to 

continue. As a result, Prime Minister al Ensour intervened. While previously an opponent of the 

draft, al Ensour was now under significant pressure from the de facto executive. Thus, while 

acknowledging that there had been some chatter within the government about the difficulty of 

implementing decentralization, he clarified that the government fully supported putting the draft 

law in place.591 As a result of this clear line from the (de facto) executive, Article 1 passed and, 

thus, the draft was not rejected.  

With the issue of withdrawal laid to rest, the focus turned to key points of contention in the 

draft, with the House reviewing the bill article by article. For most of the draft’s articles, 

representatives rose to make lengthy speeches to propose changes. Many of these long-winded 

speeches amounted to little more than suggestions to return to the government draft. Indeed, for 

the overwhelming majority of the articles, the members of the House essentially chose between 

the government’s draft and the committee’s proposed amendments. And, in most cases, the House 

voted in favour of the committee’s amendments, understanding that the committee’s draft 

represented an approved compromise between the House and the government. Concerned with 

protecting their own position and not facing backlash for voting the “wrong” way, the majority of 

 
590 In addition to al Nimri, Wafaa Bani Mustafah, Rula al Hroub, and Khamis al Attiyah made similar 
comments. See Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of 
Representatives (Day 6) of the Second Special Session for the 17th House of Representatives, held on 
Tuesday, August 18, 2015.” 
591 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 6) of 
the Second Special Session for the 17th House of Representatives, held on Tuesday, August 18, 2015”; 
and “Al-Ensour from Madaba: ‘Decentralization’ Is a Good Idea,” al Ghad, August 20, 2015, 
https://alghad.com/ ةبئاص-ةركف-ةیزكرماللا-ابدام-نم-روسنلا /. 
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representatives – the service-focused, “allo” deputies – were happy to follow the direction from 

above, especially because they had little stake or interest in most of the articles of the draft.592 

Less frequently, representatives suggested reforms that departed from both the committee’s 

draft and the government’s draft. These suggested departures occurred most commonly when 

representatives were debating issues about which they had a firm grasp. The issues typically 

involved clear and direct consequences for the representatives themselves, their ability to provide 

services and wasta, or the municipal officials in their constituencies (with whom they were in close 

contact). For instance, the committee had introduced a large number of reforms to the government 

draft to provide more detail around the electoral process for the governorate councils.593 For many 

of these points, the representatives did not make a single new proposal under the dome; however, 

when it came to the qualification needed for candidacy (Article 19) – a key issue for local 

governance officials in the representatives’ constituencies – the House became embroiled in one 

of the most protracted debates of the whole process.594  

The overwhelming majority of proposals made by representatives (particularly if they 

departed from the government or committee drafts) were rejected, often with very little debate 

around them. The propensity of representatives to reject proposals in the House stemmed not only 

from the fact that government approval of the committee’s draft was already secured, but also 

because the committee had spent longer with the bill and was consequently more aware of its 

nuances. The majority of members were therefore unwilling to go out on a limb, thereby potentially 

exposing their lack of understanding of the legislation’s details. Moreover, while the committee 

 
592 Interview with author, interviewee 51 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, June 16, 2020. 
593 See,e.g., Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, House of Deputies Joint Committee (Legal and 
Administrative Committee) Draft of Municipalities Law, 2015, Article 14.  
594 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 7) of 
the Second Special Session for the 17th House of Representatives, held on Sunday, August 23, 2015.” 
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members are not supposed to suggest new proposals under the dome, they frequently spoke on 

behalf of their draft, discouraging any further departures. For instance, al Amawi asked al Hroub 

and Wafaa Bani Mustafah to withdraw amendments that they suggested for Article 10 of the bill 

(which deals with the development units inside governorate councils).595 At other times, the 

committee members proposed a middle-ground amendment in order to solve an impasse.596 

Proposed amendments were more likely to be approved if they could win the support of 

the committee members and the government officials in attendance, thereby removing any risk for 

the representatives. The amendments that won committee and governmental support were typically 

introduced by very influential members of the House. For instance, the draft of the law sent to the 

House of Deputies indicated that, if there were a conflict between the two governorate-level 

councils (governorate and executive), the dispute would be referred to a committee headed by the 

Minister of Interior.597 Al Yaghi led a charge against this Article, winning the support of a number 

of other deputies (including ones who are typically more conservative), suggesting that there 

should instead be a joint session of the tandem councils to resolve the issue.598 Al Yaghi gained so 

much support that the committee put forward its own formulation reflecting his proposal. Al 

Yaghi’s proposal for a joint session therefore became the “committee’s suggestion”, and Hammad 

even rose to acknowledge that the Ministry of Interior had no objections. As a result, the House 

passed an amendment indicating that the two councils would meet together (under the 

 
595 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 7) of 
the Second Special Session for the 17th House of Representatives, held on Sunday, August 23, 2015.” 
596 See, e.g., al Amawi’s comments pertaining to the proposed amendments to Article 20 (related to who 
is excluded from governorate council nomination). Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette 
Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 7) of the Second Special Session for the 17th House of 
Representatives, held on Sunday, August 23, 2015.” 
597 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, House of Deputies Joint Committee (Legal and Administrative 
Committee) Draft of Decentralization Law, 2015, Article 11.  
598 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 7) of 
the Second Special Session for the 17th House of Representatives, held on Sunday, August 23, 2015.” 
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chairmanship of the head of the governorate council) to resolve any disputes. In a similar instance, 

Article 6 of the draft that the committee submitted to the House indicated that 25% of the 

governorate councils would be appointed and 15% of those appointments should be women. The 

House (with the committee’s support) voted to make the council 100% elected, so Bani Mustafah 

asked for the House to re-introduce a quota for all of the elected members. 599 While the Speaker 

tried to bypass voting on this, the Committee insisted on taking forward the vote and expressed its 

explicit support for the quota, ensuring that it passed. 

The importance of committee support was also highlighted over the very contentious issue 

of whether to vest the governorate councils with legal personality. As noted above, while the joint 

parliamentary committee had voted against giving the councils legal personality, al Yaghi had 

submitted a dissenting opinion, noting that the Constitutional Court had ruled that it was 

unconstitutional to deny the bodies legal personality. In response to al Yaghi’s dissenting opinion, 

the committee announced at the start of the second reading that it had changed its decision, now 

formally supporting the inclusion of legal personality (and thereby prompting al Yaghi to withdraw 

this objection).600 The committee thus changed Article 6 (A) from “Each governorate shall have a 

council called the governorate council consisting of the chairman and a number of members” to 

“Each governorate shall have a council called the provincial council, consisting of the president 

and a number of members, and enjoying legal personality and financial and administrative 

independence”.601 Despite significant objections to legal personality from amongst the guardians 

of the state (and their proxies in the House), the issue was not even debated under the dome. With 

 
599 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 6) of 
the Second Special Session for the 17th House of Representatives, held on Tuesday, August 18, 2015.” 
600 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 6) of 
the Second Special Session for the 17th House of Representatives, held on Tuesday, August 18, 2015.” 
601 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, House of Deputies Joint Committee (Legal and Administrative 
Committee) Draft of Decentralization Law, 2015, Article 6.   
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the committee’s stamp of approval for the amendment, it was immediately passed.602 While the 

inclusion of legal personality may seem like a significant – and unsanctioned – departure from the 

government draft, it was actually of little concern to the de facto executive because these actors 

knew its implications would be limited in practice. Indeed, several well-informed government 

officials noted that there was tacit approval from the Royal Court and the mukhabarat for this 

reform to pass.603 

There were, however, a couple of instances where decisions were taken in the House that 

made the de facto executive unhappy. These situations were dealt with in one of two ways. The 

first was stealthier: ongoing interventions by the mukhabarat during votes.604 The second was 

more inconspicuous: at the end of the second reading, loyalist representatives were encouraged to 

re-open contentious articles.605 For instance, during the committee’s work on the draft, it somehow 

managed to pass an amendment to the government draft, changing it from “Members of the 

[governorate] council are elected by general, secret, and direct elections” to “The election of 

council presidents and members of the council shall be conducted in general, secret, and direct 

elections at the same time”.606 Even though this change was subsequently approved under the 

dome, a number of representatives noted that the de facto executive was not prepared to accept the 

direct election of the heads of governate councils; as a result, the Court and the mukhabarat directly 

 
602 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 6) of 
the Second Special Session for the 17th House of Representatives, held on Tuesday, August 18, 2015.” 
603 Interview with author, interviewee 93 (Raed al Adwan), Amman, Jordan, September 23, 2020. 
604 Interview with author, interviewee 39 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, December 13, 
2019. 
605 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 7) of 
the Second Special Session for the 17th House of Representatives, held on Sunday, August 23, 2015.” 
606 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, House of Deputies Joint Committee (Legal and Administrative 
Committee) Draft of Decentralization Law, 2015, Article 17.  
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intervened to ensure this amendment was undone.607 Thus, despite continued support from the 

committee for direct elections of the heads of the councils, the Article was re-opened at the end of 

the second reading, and the House quickly reverted to the original government draft.608 The leash 

was drawn back in, and representatives were re-confined to their red lines.  

 

4.2 Open Legislative Debate on the Municipalities Law 

The Municipalities Law continued to be distanced from the Decentralization Law to 

prevent the latter’s sensitivity from pervading the discussions around municipal reform. As with 

the earlier stages of the process, a clear distinction was made between the tandem pieces of 

legislation, with key figures in the process (including Prime Minister al Ensour) continually 

reiterating the distinction. Indeed, near the beginning of the second reading, the head of the joint 

committee, al Attiyah, emphasized that “there is no link between the Decentralization Law and the 

Municipalities Law, each of which has its own competence”.609 With the processes kept separate, 

the second reading of the Municipalities Law remained less sensitive than the Decentralization 

Law. There was consequently no politicized discussion of withdrawing the Municipalities Law,610 

 
607 Inter alia, Interview with author, interviewee 81 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, 
Jordan, September 7, 2020; and interview with author, interviewee 70 (government official), Amman, 
Jordan, August 23, 2020. 
608 The House also re-opened Article 6 related to the gender quota for governorate councils, also 
removing it. See Jamil al Nimri, “Jamil al Nimri Writes Decentralization Retreats: The Secret of the 
House of Representative,” Ammon News, August 28, 2015, https://www.ammonnews.net/article/240594. 
A number of representatives objected to this reversal. See “10 MPs Challenge the Vote to Abolish the 
Quota for Women in ‘Decentralization’,” al Ghad, August 25, 2015, https://alghad.com/10-- نون عطی - باون

رملا - اتوك - ءاغلإب - تیوصتلا  ,.Several civil society organizations also publicly condemned this move. See, e.g ./ب
‘“Legal Aid’ Criticizes the ‘Representatives’ Retreat from a Quota for Women in the Governorate 
Council,” al Ghad, August 25, 2015. 
609 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 6) of 
the Second Special of the 17th Parliament, held on Sunday August 2, 2015.” 
610 There was no discussion of a full withdrawal, but a small number of representatives asked for it to be 
returned to the committee for further work. See Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette 
Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 1) of the Second Special of the 17th Parliament, held on 
Sunday August 2, 2015.” 
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and, when the second reading came to an end, and the opportunity was provided to reopen articles, 

none of the newly introduced reforms were rolled back.611 Instead, the sessions remained focused 

on the nuts and bolts of the bill. Thus, the de facto executive remained more removed from the 

process, the representatives enjoyed greater freedom to discuss the bill, and the space for debate 

expanded to allow access for a broader range of actors to engage in the process.  

The less political nature of the discussions did not translate into less extensive debates.612 

Indeed, while the second reading of the Decentralization Law consumed two days under the dome, 

the House spent five full days discussing the Municipalities Law, diving deeply into a large number 

of its articles. The representatives were more engaged in the discussions around the Municipalities 

Law because, like the committee, they recognized that there was a greater opportunity to influence 

the Municipalities Law. As in the committee debates, House endogeneity proved more salient than 

it was during the sessions on the Decentralization Law, allowing representatives to exert greater 

influence on the Municipalities Law. This influence was not only exerted in the discussions under 

the dome, but also by creating public debate. Indeed, while most representatives were reticent to 

be too critical of the sensitive, monarchically backed Decentralization Law, they were more willing 

to publicly discuss and criticize the Municipalities Law.613  

Beyond the greater freedom representatives enjoyed in the House, the more extensive 

debates on the Municipalities Law also stemmed from the fact that representatives were deeply 

 
611 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 5) of 
the Second Special of the 17th Parliament, held on Sunday August 16, 2015.” 
612 Interview with author, interviewee 11 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, September 4, 
2019. 
613 See, e.g.,  Rula al Hroub, “Municipalities Law…The Government Imposes Its Guardianship on the 
Elected,” Ammon News, August 4, 2015, https://www.ammonnews.net/article/238389. Local elected 
officials also raised a number of public objections. See “Mayors: The House of Representatives Will 
Approve the Municipalities Bill According to the Government's Vision,” al Ghad, August 15, 2021, 
https://alghad.com/ اق - عورشم - رقیس - باونلا - سلجم - تایدلب - ءاسؤ  ./ر
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entrenched in municipal governance – in a way that they were not engaged in governorate-level 

issues. This greater familiarity and closer proximity to municipal issues meant not only that they 

had a larger stake in municipal politics, but also that they were more prepared to debate the details 

of the Municipalities Law. These engagements were consequently less risky, allowing 

representatives to make proposals without going out on a perilous limb.  

Despite the broader space available for House debates and the greater stake of 

representatives in the Municipalities Law, they tended to remain focused on binary decisions 

between the government draft of the legislation and the joint committee’s proposed amendments. 

And, as with the Decentralization Law, the majority of reforms suggested by the representatives 

under the dome were ignored, proving most likely to be approved if they also gained the support 

of the committee and participating members of the government. Nevertheless, the representatives 

made more proposals than they did during the Decentralization Law.  

Among these proposals, the ones that were most likely to succeed were semantic changes, 

the implications of which could be easily understood by all representatives. In some cases, these 

proposals were as small as changing “form” committees to “forming” committees (Article 4, 

Paragraph 10).614 Relatedly, some small and specific substantive changes also succeeded. For 

instance, in the same article as the previous example (Paragraph 5), one member suggested 

specifying that, in the absence of the head of the municipal council, the council’s session should 

be led by the “oldest member present” rather than simply the “oldest member”.615 However, even 

for these minute changes, House approval was most likely if the proposal was made by an 

influential member and, even more importantly, received the buy-in of the committee.  

 
614 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 2) of 
the Second Special of the 17th Parliament, held on Tuesday August 4, 2015.” 
615 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 2) of 
the Second Special of the 17th Parliament, held on Tuesday August 4, 2015.” 
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Beyond the representatives themselves, the less sensitive nature of the Municipalities Law 

also opened up greater space in the legislative arena for the engagement of a broader range of 

governance stakeholders. This broadening dynamic stemmed from the fact that representatives 

faced much greater upward pressure from local governance officials and tribes during the debates 

on the Municipalities Law than they did for the Decentralization Law.616 The pressure was 

manifest in the issues upon which the representatives focused. For example, a key issue during the 

sessions was the definition of a “voter” and the qualifications (if any) needed to be nominated as 

a candidate (Article 2), as these issues carried significant implications for representatives and local 

governance actors in their constituencies.617 By contrast, many of the electoral system’s 

mechanisms, which were outlined in Article 39, passed almost without discussion because their 

implications were more amorphous.618 Similarly, there was extensive debate around the role of the 

municipality and the head of the municipal council (Articles 5 and 7), but there was almost no 

discussion of the responsibility of the to-be-introduced local councils – for which there was not 

yet stakeholders (Article 6).619 

The bottom-up pressure was matched with – and often counteracted by – top-down 

pressure. However, this downward pressure was a little different in nature than the influence 

exerted during the sessions on the Decentralization Law. With the drafts kept separate, the 

discussions around the Municipalities Law were not a central concern for the de facto executive. 

 
616 Interview with author, interviewee 107 (member of joint parliamentary committee), Amman, Jordan, 
March 29, 2021. 
617 The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 
1) of the Second Special of the 17th Parliament, held on Sunday August 2, 2015.” 
618 The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 
5) of the Second Special of the 17th Parliament, held on Sunday August 16, 2015.” 
619 The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 
2) of the Second Special of the 17th Parliament, held on Tuesday August 4, 2015.” 
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As such, representatives noted very little intervention from the Royal Court or the mukhabarat.620 

They contended instead with the pressure of the ministries. For the ministers, the discussions under 

the dome represented a new – and genuinely important – arena to continue to push their respective 

agendas; indeed, the capital that ministers could bring to bear on the non-sensitive bill was perhaps 

greater under the dome than in the committee. Some of the contention occurred in the open during 

the second reading. Representatives of the Ministry of Municipalities, for instance, interjected at 

a number of junctures to ensure that the version of the draft it had cobbled together was preserved 

to the greatest extent possible. In other instances, this governmental pressure was exerted behind 

closed doors. Al Kalaldeh, for example, placed pressure on representatives to remove any 

qualifications for candidates, arguing that this condition was anti-democratic.621 

 The ministerial actors continued to pursue their respective interests under the dome, and, 

indeed, had even more freedom to do so than during the debates of the Decentralization Law where 

the de facto executive set clearer red lines. These competing interests not only pitted the ministries 

against one another, but also Prime Minister al Ensour against the ministries and the committee. 

For instance, the joint committee, as noted above, removed Article 43 from the government draft, 

which had stated that “[t]he employees appointed by the Minister based on the recommendation 

of the President are considered to be members of the judicial police in accordance with the 

provisions stipulated in the Code of Criminal Procedure in force”.622 Al Ensour noted that this 

paragraph had constituted one of the most important aspects of the draft law, noting that its deletion 

 
620 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 45 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, 
December 15, 2019; and interview with author, interviewee 55 (parliamentary representative), Amman, 
Jordan, June 25, 2020. 
621 Interview with author, interviewee 51 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, June 15, 2020. 
622 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, Government Draft of Municipalities Law, 2015, Article 43. 
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would introduce “a very severe weakness”.623 Wielding significant support under the dome, the 

Prime Minister garnered significant support, thereby ensuring that the House returned to the 

government’s draft.624 

 

5. Struggles with the Senate  

After the second reading of the House, the Senate reviews the draft, both as a house and 

through its own specialized committees. If the Senate disagrees with what the House of 

Representatives has approved, either rejecting or amending the draft, it is returned to the House of 

for discussion. Both legislative branches must agree to the draft (or amendments thereto). Thus, if 

both houses maintain their divergent positions, a joint session of the two bodies is held. For non-

constitutional issues, two thirds of the present members in the combined session must agree; if an 

agreement is not reached, the draft is considered invalid and cannot be resubmitted in the same 

session. If the draft and any amendments are approved by both bodies, it is sent to the King.  

Given that it is made of veteran, typically loyalist statesman, the Senate is often referred to 

as the “King’s council”. Because the House of Representatives typically makes limited changes, 

the majority of senators approach legislation as if it is coming directly from the government and 

is thus a reflection of the will of the Court. However, while the body often provides an uncritical 

stamp of approval for the de facto executive’s policy, it will also diverge from this line if it feels 

its interests (as guardians of the state) are threatened or the proposed departures from the status 

quo are too great.625 In the case of the Decentralization Law, much of the Senate perceived the 

 
623 Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan, “The Official Gazette Appendix, House of Representatives (Day 2) of 
the Second Special of the 17th Parliament, held on Tuesday August 4, 2015.” 
624 Following the vote, the joint committee rapporteur noted that the committee also accepted reverting to 
the inclusion of the government’s clause.  
625 Interview with author, interviewee 88 (member of joint Senate committee), Amman, Jordan, 
September 13, 2020. 
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draft to be a threat and consequently pushed to further soften the legislation and roll back any 

threats that might have been included (particularly by the House). This pushback ultimately led to 

a contentious standoff with the House. By contrast, the Senate had fewer objections to the less 

sensitive Municipalities Law, making only a few small changes that were more readily acceptable 

to the House.  

 

5.1 Senatorial Resistance to the Decentralization Law  

 As in the other arenas, senatorial debate on the Decentralization Law was extensive, with 

the senators digging into some of the key precepts of the draft.626 Many of the members knew that 

the draft law would not bring forth “real” decentralization, but they remained concerned about 

certain aspects of the legislation that could upset the status quo.627 Opposition to the 

Decentralization Law, which was pervasive within the Senate, stemmed from the same fears about 

the unknown implications of the process that had prevented decentralization from being passed for 

the preceding 10 years. Much of this opposition centered around the House’s introduction of legal 

personality to the governorate councils. Staunch opposition to the inclusion of legal personality 

was led by the head of the Senate, Abdulraouf al Rawabdeh. As al Kalaldeh noted, “al Rawabdeh 

opposed the whole thing”, arguing that if the councils were given legal personal personality, then 

they would also need their own budgets, which was not constitutional.628 Al Rawabdeh ensured 

that the Senate fell in line behind him, exerting his influential voice in the general sessions of the 

Senate as well as commandeering committee leadership “98% of the time” to take forward 

 
626 Interview with author, interviewee 58 (member of joint Senate committee), Amman, Jordan, July 3, 
2020. 
627 Interview with author, interviewee 58 (member of joint Senate committee), Amman, Jordan, July 3, 
2020. 
628 Interview with author, Khaled al Kalaldeh, Amman, Jordan, December 17, 2019.  
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amendments to the bill.629 While representatives of the ministries that participated in the House 

committee sessions were also present for the Senate committee sessions, they did not have the 

same influence as they did in the House, especially because the clout of al Rawabdeh prevented 

undue ministerial influence on his committee members. With greater influence (and typically 

policy knowledge) than House representatives, the senators were able to more firmly stand their 

ground against the government. Indeed, while there is typically little need for the de facto executive 

to intervene in the discussions of the “King’s Council”, even these institutions had less sway over 

the highly experienced politicians who were in the Senate.  

The Senate committee’s changes were subsequently approved in the Senate’s general 

sessions, meaning that a number of reforms were introduced to roll back amendments injected by 

the House. Key among these changes was the removal of legal personality from the governorate 

councils (but it also included changes to candidacy qualifications and a women’s quota).630 These 

changes were consequently sent back to the House for its approval, but the House stood its ground, 

particularly around legal personality and the women’s quota.631 The Ministry of Political and 

Parliamentary Affairs attempted to mediate the disagreement, but neither the Senate nor the House 

would yield.632 As such, a joint session of the legislative houses was called. As discussed further 

in chapter 7, the Senate tends to present a more united front than the House during joint sessions. 

The vote on legal personality proved no exception, with the Senate carrying the vote and the 

 
629 Interview with author, interviewee 58 (member of joint Senate committee), Amman, Jordan, July 3, 
2020. 
630 See “‘Joint Senate Committee Insist on a ‘Quota’ for Women in the Decentralization Law,” al Ghad, 
September 16, 2015, https://alghad.com/ب- ءاسنلل - اتوك - ىلع - رصت - نایعألاب - ةكرتشم /; and “‘Joint Notables’ Makes 
Amendments to the Decentralization Law,” al Ghad, September 2, 2015, https://alghad.com/- نایعألا - ةكرتشم

نوناق - ىلع - تالیدعت - يرج    ./ت
631 “Joint Session of Senators and Representatives to Resolve the Dispute over 4 Laws,” al Ghad, 
September 17, 2015, https://alghad.com/ لخلا - مسحل - باونلاو - نایعألل - ةكرتشم - ةسلج /. 
632 Interview with author, interviewee 24 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 11, 2019. 
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Decentralization Law consequently being passed without legal personality. Interestingly, in order 

to ensure the vote went the right way, al Rawabdeh gave up his position as the head of the Senate 

in order to advocate for the removal of legal personality (as the body’s internal system does not 

allow the head of the Senate to advocate from his position).633 

 

5.2 Senatorial Support for the Municipalities Law 

The Senate’s review of the Municipalities Law proved much less contentious, with its 

members (and head) articulating fewer objections to the bill – or the amendments introduced 

therein by the House. As al Rawabdeh noted, the municipalities were working well, and he and 

the Senate simply wanted to “upgrade them” to ensure they were working well and that the 

necessary responsibilities were delegated to the newly introduced local councils.634 As a result, 

there were no major points of debate. The Senate and its assigned committee primarily focused on 

ensuring clarity around the roles of the different councils.  

One notable change the Senate introduced into the Municipalities Law was the reversal of 

the House’s stipulation of academic qualifications for heads of municipal councils, which was, as 

discussed above, the product of extensive debate in the House. Given the strong opinions that were 

previously expressed about this point during the second reading, it seemed likely that the House 

would stand its ground on this change (as it did with legal personality in the Decentralization Law). 

However, al Kaladeh exerted significant influence on members of the House, encouraging them to 

remove any qualifications for mayorship, arguing that it was more democratic and in line with 

international standards.635 The representatives consequently caved on this point and approved the 

 
633 “Parliament Rejects the “Independence of the Governorate Council,” al Ghad, September 20, 2015, 
https://alghad.com/ ظفاحملا - سلاجم - لالقتسا - ضفری - ةمألا - سلجم /.  
634 Interview with author, Abdelraouf al Rawabdeh, Amman, Jordan, December 16, 2019. 
635 Interview with author, interviewee 51 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, June 16, 2020. 
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Senate’s version.636 As a result, there was no need for the House and Senate to meet for a joint 

session on the Municipalities Law. The technical review process that characterized the legislative 

review of the Municipalities Law did not foster the kind of passion that would lead to either 

legislative body digging in their heels.  

 

6. A Royal Rejection  

 Once a draft is approved by the House and Senate, it is sent to the King. The King has six 

months to approve or reject the law. If he rejects the law, it is sent (along with his justifications) 

back to the legislature (starting with the House of Representatives) for deliberation and 

amendments. If a draft law is referred back by the King, the legislature can overrule his decision 

with the approval of two thirds (in non-constitutional issues) of both the Senate and the House of 

Representatives. The King’s approval of legislation is typically a formality. For less sensitive, 

more technical bills, there is typically little for him to correct. This was precisely the case of the 

Municipalities Law; given that the draft had been kept separate from the political dimensions and 

entanglements of the Decentralization Law, there was little for the King to object to in the bill. The 

same dynamic is also typical for more sensitive bills. Given that the King sets the direction for 

sensitive legislation, the government works toward his vision, and the House has little power to 

make amendments, the final legislative product is normally shaped in the King’s image. However, 

when departures are injected that push the reform out of line either with the constitution or the 

King’s vision, he will step in. The King did so in regard to the Decentralization Law because of 

the Senate’s removal of legal personality from the governorate councils. His rejection was not 

 
636 “Cancellation of the Educational Qualification Requirement to Run for Mayor,” al Ghad, September 2, 
2015, https://alghad.com/ ةسائرل - حشرتلل - يملعلا - لھؤملا - طرش - ءاغلإ /. 
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unexpected because the Constitutional Court had already found that it was unconstitutional for the 

councils to be denied legal personality637 – a finding that led to the parliament’s inclusion of legal 

personality.638 The Constitutional Court’s finding allowed the King to protect the more extensive 

decentralization process that he ostensibly wanted to foster and therefore roll back the influence 

of the guardians of the state.  

 Thus, the Decentralization Law was returned to the House for revision.639 The previous 

advocates of legal personality for the governorate councils consequently stood up in support of 

removing the constitutional obstacle and re-injecting legal personality for the councils. The 

proposal was received well by the rest of the House, with the change being approved within a half 

hour under the dome.640 The bill was consequently passed to the Senate where it was also quickly 

approved. The King then ratified the revised Decentralization Law.641 Thus, while the Senate 

typically has the power to overrule the House, in this situation it was outmaneuvered. In the wake 

of the Decentralization Law being passed, al Rawabdeh famously declared that “decentralization 

has no mother or father”,642 suggesting that it was not a home-grown Jordanian priority. More 

accurately, the draft was not the pure progeny of the guardians of the state.  

 

 
637 Jamil al Nimri, “The ‘Feats’ that Aborted the Decentralization Law,” October 18, 2015, 
https://alghad.com/ ةیزكرماللا - نوناق - تضھجأ - يتلا - تاكلذفلا /. 
638 See “King Responds to the “Decentralization Law” on Constitutional Suspicion,” al Ghad, October 18, 
2015, https://alghad.com/ وتسد - ةھبشل - ةیزكرماللا - نوناق - دری - كلملا /; and Fahad al Khaitan, “The King Takes a 
Side,” al Ghad, October 19, 2021, https://alghad.com/ زاحنی - كلملا /. 
639 “It Is Likely that the House of Representatives Approves ‘Decentralization’ in the Sunday Session,” al 
Ghad, November 20, 2015, https://alghad.com/ لج - يف - ةیزكرماللاـل - باونلا - رارقإ - حیجرت /. 
640 Fahad al Khaitan, “Parliament…Peace Stop,” al Ghad, November 30, 2015, https://alghad.com/- ناملربلا

فق-مالس /.  
641 “Royal Decree to Ratify the Decentralization Law,” al Ghad, December 16, 2021, 
https://alghad.com/ ماللا - نوناق - ىلع - ةقداصملاب - ةیكلم - ةدارإ /. 
642 “Al Rawabdeh Attacks the Election Law and Decentralization Again!!” Sawalief. December 19, 2015, 
https://www.sawaleif.com/ -اللاو-باختنالا-ينوناق-مجاھی-ةدباورلا
10299 /?fbclid=IwAR1ifh_3I3t0f4hCnwmPyNd_68QOoHtzTR_ZEGOuyMZmJaOYTwqRLmPUnKA. 
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7. Conclusion  

This chapter has examined the legislative processes through which the Municipalities and 

Decentralization Laws were passed. It has shown that the differing levels of the two bills’ 

sensitivity acutely affected the dynamics of the legislative arenas. While the preceding chapter 

already noted these divergent dynamics in the executive stages of the process, the differences 

became particularly manifest in the legislative arenas. The dynamism of capital from arena to arena 

showed through more clearly in the legislative stages (in part because of the greater availability of 

data for that part of the process), with arena endogeneity proving crucial in the legislative stages, 

especially when the less sensitive Municipalities Law was being discussed. Relatedly, the strategic 

value of venue shifts became more apparent (again, particularly for the Municipalities Law), given 

the widely divergent levels of capital some actors brought to the different arenas. The tactics of 

coalition formation and policy framing were also very visible, allowing, at times, typically weaker 

actors (particularly representatives of the House) to trump their more powerful counterparts by 

assembling the right coalition of opponents.  

Crucially, the chapter has shown that the legislative institutions – and the actors therein – 

played a greater role in the less sensitive Municipalities Law than they did during the 

Decentralization Law. This difference has helped to delimit the contexts in which prevalent 

assumptions about the irrelevance of policy-making processes in authoritarian regimes hold true. 

While the process surrounding the Decentralization Law was carefully determined by the King 

and the de facto executive, the less sensitive Municipalities Law involved a much more 

participatory, ideas-based process from which the King remained largely removed. The dominant 

assumptions therefore only hold true for highly sensitive policy issues, but they are less accurate 

when dealing with less sensitive issues. Crucially, however, the legislative stages of the policy 
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process were complex and contentious for both laws, with the legislative actors playing important 

roles in both processes. Regardless of sensitivity, therefore, the legislative institutions were more 

than façades.   
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Chapter 7: A Model of Jordanian Policy Making 
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1. Introduction 

This chapter introduces a model of policy making in Jordan that is based on the two 

preceding empirical chapters. It starts by making two foundational arguments about the overall 

policy process. It argues firstly that each step of the legally defined policy process is followed and, 

at each step, a new arena for the competition of rival interests emerges. Policy actors work across 

these arenas, bringing different levels of influence to the contestation in each. Secondly, it argues 

that the level of influence that different groups of actors have in each arena is dynamic, primarily 

reflecting the degree to which a policy is sensitive. The chapter then traces the policy process arena 

by arena, explaining how these arguments are reflected in each. Through this step-by-step 

exposition, it shows that if a proposed law is non-sensitive, the formal rules of the game are more 

dominant in each arena. The powerful executive institutions provide little input on the legislation, 

and actors at each stage of the process compete with one another, powering but mostly puzzling 

over the proposed law. Red lines exist, but they provide executive and legislative actors with fairly 

broad latitude – and can be pushed. By contrast, if a proposed law is sensitive then the informal 

dynamics dominate. The interests of the regime and its clients control the process in each arena, 

and politics rather than ideas prove crucial.  

 

2. The Defining Elements of Jordanian Policy Making 

 Chapter four discussed how policy making in Jordan involves the formal institutional 

architecture though which it takes place, the informal rules of the game conditioned by Jordan’s 

political history, and policy legacies. This section picks up these pieces, further reflecting on how 

they combine and play out within policy-making processes. It starts by setting out two key 

dynamics. Firstly, it explains that every step of the legally defined process constitutes an arena for 
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the competition of rival interests. Each of these arenas involves its own unique blend of the formal 

and informal rules discussed above that affect the nature of this competition. Secondly, it explains 

that the nature of the intra- (and inter-) arena competition is not static. It differs significantly from 

policy to policy, depending on the extent to which the issue is sensitive. The level of sensitivity 

dictates both the source of this competition as well as the expanse of the arenas’ red lines within 

which it can be contested. It also determines who will be involved in the contestation. If an issue 

is non-sensitive, the formal rules are closely followed, unencumbering red lines (set by the de facto 

executive) allow for significant debate around policy ideas, and the actors who are endogenous to 

an arena (such as committee members during committee meetings) are the primary suppliers of 

these ideas. By contrast, if an issue is sensitive, the informal dynamics weigh heavily on the 

process. The red lines become narrow in each arena, and the remaining space is dominated by the 

intrusion of powerful executive actors who ensure the process remains defined by their political 

calculations.  

 

2.1 The Dynamism of Power  

As a policy advances, each stage of the legally defined process is followed. Each stage also 

opens up a distinct arena for competition among policy actors. Importantly, however, the actors 

who compete in each arena are not distinct. That is, while some actors only participate in a single 

arena, others have access to – and influence in – more than one arena. This access occurs both 

through formal mechanisms, such as ministerial participation in parliamentary committees, and 

through informal channels, such as the mukhabarat’s direct influence (i.e., interference) on 

representatives in the House. Perhaps unsurprisingly, it is the executive institutions (including the 

de facto ones) that tend to have access to more than one arena.  
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What makes this inter-arena engagement interesting is that the influence of actors does not 

remain constant across arenas. Indeed, reflecting the Bourdieusian concepts of field and capital, 

actors bring differing levels of influence (capital) to each arena (field).643 This dynamism is in part 

a function of the formal policy rules. Actors tend to have more influence in the arena to which they 

are endogenous. Ministries, for instance, typically have more influence on a policy during the 

ministerial drafting stage than when they subsequently participate in committee sessions in the 

House of Representatives or Senate. The dynamism is also a function of the informal resources 

that an actor has at their disposal in the different arenas. The Ministry of Political and 

Parliamentary Affairs may for example be overruled by the more powerful Ministry of Interior 

during Cabinet meetings but be able to leverage its strong relationship with parliamentary 

committees to pursue its agenda at a later stage of the process. Policy actors are acutely aware of 

how their levels of influence changes from arena to arena. As such, they will intentionally engage 

with a policy (or a specific article within a bill) in the arenas where they have the greatest capital.  

It is important to note that the power of institutions is dynamic in another sense. The power 

that an institution wields is also dependent on the individuals leading it at any given time. Each 

office, as former Prime Minister Awn Khasawneh explained, “is what the individual makes of 

it”.644 The degree of influence typically relates to tribal connections, experience in the bureaucracy, 

and deep relationships with other institutions.645 Just as a weak ministry can be powerful with the 

right minister, the Prime Ministry itself can lack influence if it has an ineffectual individual at the 

 
643 Pierre Bourdieu and Loic Wacquant, An Invitation to Reflexive Sociology (University of Chicago 
Press, 1992). 
644 Interview with author, Awn Khasawneh, Amman, Jordan, September 27, 2020. 
645 There characteristics seem to be missing more often among the younger cohort of Western-educated 
politicians and bureaucrats who have been dubbed the “Digital Ministers”. See Fayez al Ajrashi, 
“Conservatives and Digitals and the Battle to Win,” Ammon News, January 16, 2008, 
https://www.ammonnews.net/article/16454?fbclid=IwAR3_SSCI0E8j1r3hV7gtEg79TIj3FhbzN18PhTG0
QDBukfuuFRlzP15c0AY. 
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helm. During the decentralization process, for instance, there was a very influential Minister of 

Interior (al Majali) and head of the Senate (al Rawabdeh), both of whom were close to the King. 

These individuals had significant implications for inter-institutional dynamics – and the manner in 

which two policy processes ultimately unfolded.  

 

2.2 A Question of Sensitivity  

The sensitivity of a policy has considerable implications for the extent to which the formal 

rules and informal dynamics dictate developments within each arena. If a proposed policy is 

sensitive – that is, it carries significant implications for the clientelist system – the informal rules 

of the game more clearly dictate the policy. The Royal Court typically sets a clear vision for 

sensitive policies to ensure they do not disrupt the clientelist system. Competition among policy 

actors still occurs, but the competition is more confined, with actors carefully toeing red lines and 

ensuring that their proposals are framed as being in line with the royal vision. Disagreements 

within the executive are fierce and political, but they usually do not reflect different ideas about 

the policy. Instead, they involve jockeying over which ministry will lead the drafting of the bill 

and, thus, which ministry will ultimately benefit from its outcomes. Predictably, the legislative 

arenas are tightly constrained. The executive dictates clear red lines and interferes when necessary 

to ensure the representatives support the government’s proposals. The executive institutions limit 

not only the influence of representatives, but also inclusion of wider voices that can enter 

legislative discussion.  

If an issue does not carry significant implications for the clientelist system (as with the 

Municipalities Law), the de facto executive may be less concerned with the matter. Inter-

ministerial competition continues, but it is often less crowded. Technically salient ministries take 
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a clearer lead, allowing the quality of ideas to play a larger role. Within the ministries themselves, 

a greater space also opens up for more technically concerned individuals to discuss policy 

alternatives based on merit. Similarly, when the bill moves along to the subsequent legislative 

steps, the legislators enjoy wider berth to debate the issue and a number of access points emerge 

at this stage for other voices, particularly from civil society, to be heard in the process. 

Importantly, parts of a bill may be more sensitive than others, as was clearly highlighted 

with the Decentralization Law. In this case, the de facto executive institutions will ensure that 

certain aspects of the bill are drafted according to its specifications, thereby setting red lines around 

those parts of the issue. This was clear with the issue of directly electing governorate council 

presidents in the Decentralization Law. For other aspects of the draft, however, they may be less 

interested, allowing the other actors in the arena to make decisions about the issue – as long as 

they do not push too far against implicit red lines. While the de facto executive may excuse itself 

from discussions around these less sensitive aspects of the law, other executive actors (primarily 

the ministries) will typically remain closely involved, especially because these aspects of bills 

often involve decisions around ministerial responsibilities.  

The differences in sensitivity across (or within) bills also affect the above-noted, inter-

arena calculations because it affects the extent to which capital is dynamic across arenas. When a 

sensitive bill is addressed, there is less inter-arena dynamism in capital because a specific 

constellation of executive forces enjoys a kind of carte blanche to ensure that the royal vision is 

safeguarded. As a result, these key executive institutions remain dominant across all of the arenas, 

as they did with the Decentralization Law. These executive forces hold all the trump cards, and 

the other forms of capital (such as endogeneity or alliances) become less important. By contrast, 

when a non-sensitive issue is being addressed, the calculations of inter-arena capital are more 
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salient. Because the formal rules of the game are more closely followed in these cases, arena 

endogeneity becomes more salient. Endogenous actors can leverage their formal positions and 

localized resources (such as alliances) to have their voices heard – and their ideas taken seriously. 

And crucially, a strong head of a parliamentary committee can use their formal mandate during 

committee meetings to resist ministerial (or even mukhabarat) interference in its sessions.  

 

3. Arena Dynamics   

Having delimited the general contours of the policy process – and how they shift depending 

on the sensitivity of the policy issue – the remainder of the chapter outlines how these dynamics 

play out during each stage of the policy process. It explains firstly that agenda setting is an 

executive-dominated process, with clear royal visions articulated for more sensitive reforms and 

less sensitive policies emerging from more diverse executive sources. The chapter explains that 

significant inter-ministerial competition subsequently emerges over bill influence, with this 

competition becoming more political than technical for sensitive bills and requiring ministries to 

creatively frame their policies as being in line with the royal vision. Similarly, it explains that for 

sensitive policies, the lead ministry will send a more complete draft to the Legislation and Opinions 

Bureau, ensuring that no significant departures are made. The chapter then turns to the legislative 

part of the process, arguing that, regardless of sensitivity, policies are almost never rejected during 

the first reading in the House of Representatives. It subsequently argues that the technical 

committees within the House are the primary arena for serious legislative input into the drafts, 

with members of the committee succumbing to de facto executive interference, but often proving 

able to leverage their endogenous positions to resist ministerial influence, particularly for less 

sensitive bills. The outputs of the committees essentially dictate the subsequent voting in the House 
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during the second session, especially for sensitive issues. Finally, the chapter explains that the 

Senate acts as a safeguard, ensuring that executive interests are protected within sensitive bills. It 

argues, however, that these interests are not always in line with the royal vision and, thus, the King 

will occasionally exercise his right to return the draft to the legislature rather than approving it.  

 

3.1 Executive-Dominated Agenda Setting  

As noted earlier, the prime minister and members of the House of Representatives and 

Senate have the power to propose legislation. In practice, representatives and senators almost never 

exercise this authority. As such, the agenda is effectively set by the prime minister. However, this 

does not mean that all policy proposals originate within the Prime Ministry. Some prime ministers 

have proactively pushed a wide range of policies, but most rely on their ministers for proposals – 

or they wait for instructions from the King and de facto executive. Although the prime minister 

may depend on their ministries for proposals, ministers are typically resistant to change – and thus 

proposing policies – not only because they benefit from the extant system, but also because 

ministers usually prefer to keep their heads down than go out on a limb (and potentially become 

the latest minister to last less than six months). Fearing repercussions for unsuccessfully pursuing 

big proposals, ministers typically focus simply on keeping the ministerial ship afloat, waiting for 

explicit instructions before initiating any change.  

Ministerial resistance to change also stems from the lack of technical capacity in many of 

the institutions, particularly amongst their top echelons. As such, when initiatives do emerge from 

a ministry, it is typically the result of a lower-level technical “champion” (entrepreneur), which 

lends the policy a degree of technical credibility – and therefore provides the minister with some 

protection. International engagement can also lead to policy proposals. While ministries are 
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typically resistant to outside intervention, they will often accept technical support. As such, if 

international actors take the first step independently (by, for example, authoring a policy paper or 

drafting an amendment), they may be able to bring the ministry on board and thereby push a policy 

proposal. 

Given the ministerial resistance to change and the extreme sensitivity of and changes that 

could affect the clientelist system, proposals for political reform almost always come from the 

King and his Royal Court, as was the case with decentralization. Even though the King and Royal 

Court constitute the prime movers for political reform policies, the mukhabarat also enjoys 

significant latitude to veto any initiative that could adversely affect the security and stability of the 

Kingdom.  

As noted above, the King and Royal Court provide more direction for sensitive policies 

(such as political reform). However, even when an issue is sensitive, they will typically outline a 

royal “vision” rather than a clear roadmap for the policy.646 The government is then left to 

determine how best to take forward the policy. In this sense, the Cabinet has to “work toward” the 

vision of the King.647 That is, they are left to interpret the royal intention and put it into practice. 

Besides being obliged to follow this vision, government officials also want to fulfill the King’s 

wishes. However, because the visions are not highly specified, there is a degree of space for 

interpretation – and competing approaches for how best to realize the intended outcome.  

If a policy is sensitive, the King may reinsert himself into the process, ensuring that the 

government does not depart too far from the original vision. In this endeavour, he may present 

 
646 This degree of specification is at least the case for political reform issues. Many interviewees noted the 
situation is different for other issues, such as economic policies.  
647 This term is borrowed from Ian Kershaw’s description of how orders were given in the German and 
Soviet dictatorships in the 1930s. See Ian Kershaw, “‘Working Towards the Führer’ Reflections on the 
Nature of the Hitler Dictatorship,” in The Third Reich, ed., Christian Leitz (Blackwill, 1999).  
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himself as a linchpin for the resolution of inter-institutional disagreements; however, for sensitive 

policies he is not really a linchpin – he is simply ensuring that monarchical interests are protected. 

When a policy is less sensitive, the King and his Court still determine if an issue reaches the 

agenda, but they may not set out a vision for the policy at the start of the process. Indeed, the King 

may not even have a strong opinion or vested interest in the issue. Instead, he may remain removed 

from the discussion until his input is needed to resolve a conflict. That is, for less sensitive issues, 

his interests may be limited to having the issue resolved and easing blockages when they emerge 

by providing a removed, unbiased adjudication. In this capacity, his engagement as a linchpin is 

more genuine. 

 

3.2 Inter-Ministerial Competition 

The ongoing role of the King – as either a key driver for the policy or a linchpin – is crucial 

because of the disputes that emerge because of diverging ministerial interests, as highlighted in 

the case of the tandem local governance laws in chapter 5. Each ministry has its own interests that 

it pursues during policy-making processes. These interests emerge from a number of sources. 

Perhaps most importantly and intuitively, this diversity of interests is a function of the ministries’ 

desire to maintain their extant mandates and influence. They therefore want to be closely engaged 

with any policy that could pare back their purviews. At the same time, some ministries – depending 

on the ambition of their minister – are actively working to expand their mandates.  

Beyond this protectionism and irredentism, inter-ministerial competition is also a function 

of divergent institutional habitus – and the different preferences emerging therefrom. These 

differences are a product of the ministry’s policy priorities. The Ministry of Interior with its focus 

on state security may, for example, has a very different conception of the decentralization of power 
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than the Ministry of Political and Parliamentary Affairs with its focus on the political development 

of the country. These differences may not simply reflect a specific vantage point, but also 

experience with a policy and a track record contributing to earlier iterations, resulting in a kind of 

progeny protectiveness. The Ministry of Interior, for instance, has a long legacy of contributing to 

municipal governance, which it believes to be effective, and consequently does not want to see 

developments that run contrary to its past endeavours and lessons learned.   

Divergent ministerial interests also stem from the preferences of individual ministers, as 

was clear with al Masri and his predecessors. As noted above, even though the elite that dominates 

the upper ministerial ranks possess shared clientelist interests, they nonetheless have a range of 

divergent preferences and ideas. Some of these interests are naturally related to the power of their 

ministries, but others are also related to their professional background, governmental experience, 

personal ideas, and the interests of their clients. As the case of the Decentralization Law 

demonstrates, the change in Ministry of Interior leadership from a career security officer (al 

Majali) to a former governor (Hammad) had significant implications for the policy’s development. 

These different interests come into contention as soon as an issue reaches the agenda 

because the prime minister typically relies on a ministry to lead the initial formulation of a bill. 

For some bills, this ministerial involvement is intuitive. Revisions to the Election Law, for 

example, clearly fall within the remit of the Ministry of Political and Parliamentary Affairs, and 

the Ministry’s leadership is consequently uncontentious. For other issues, however, ministerial 

salience is less clear. As the case of decentralization showed, multiple ministries may have 

legitimate claim over a given issue – or parts thereof – potentially creating intense competition. 

This situation can create difficult decisions regarding which ministry should lead, sometimes 

resulting in multiple ministries assuming joint ownership over the drafting of a policy or the 
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appointment of an inter-ministerial committee to take the draft forward together. Although politics 

and the personalities of ministers can prove relevant, decisions around ministerial leadership are 

typically dictated by genuine considerations of institutional salience. The competition continues 

after bill leadership is resolved, but institutional salience is no longer the trump card.  

As the leading ministry – or coalition of ministries – begins the drafting process, it typically 

attempts to retain as much control of the policy as possible. However, it is difficult to monopolize 

the issue because of the range of divergent interests being pursued by other ministries. The extent 

to which these other ministries are able to exert their influence depends not only on their 

substantive claim to the issue being addressed, but also the influence of the ministry and minister 

and the extent to which they can build support. Preventing the lead ministry from controlling an 

issue may therefore involve building a coalition with other ministries, or winning the support of 

strong allies, including the prime minister and the King. It may also involve trying to move the 

issue being discussed in front of the Policy Council, as was done with the Decentralization Law to 

block some of al Masri’s bolder initiatives.  

The extent of ministerial freedom and competition during the drafting process is dependent 

on the sensitivity of the policy being put forward. When a policy is less sensitive, the inter-

ministerial competition increases. In these cases, the King (or the Royal Court or the mukhabarat) 

usually provides little guidance on the shape of a policy, so there is significant space for the lead 

ministry to forge the law in its own image – and more space for other ministries to pursue 

modifications. When a policy is more sensitive, the royal vision will be provided. Although the 

vision provides space for governmental interpretation, it nonetheless sets out more defined 

guidelines. The ministries may still try to shape the bill in their own images but doing so requires 

a process of creative framing. No ministry is willing to oppose the royal vision, so they each 
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attempt to either fulfill that vision or frame their own interests as being in line with that image – 

sometime involving some logical gymnastics. This effort to work toward the King’s vision is a 

defining element of ministerial engagement on sensitive issues,  

The sensitivity of a bill also dictates the nature of inter-ministerial competition because it 

determines who will be interested. Engagement with a policy naturally reflects the extent to which 

the bill is relevant for a given ministry, but even when the issue is highly salient, the actors in each 

ministry who engage differs significantly from bill to bill. If the issue is sensitive, the minister will 

likely be directly involved, participating in meetings, leading discussions, and subsequently 

attending parliamentary committee sessions. Even in these cases, however, ministers have very 

tight schedules, not only participating across a wide range of government functions, but also faced 

with endless impromptu meetings. Some ministers also do not consider themselves to be 

“technical” but “political” ministers, and therefore uninclined to get involved in the minutia of 

drafts. And some issues may simply not be of interest to a particular minister. In these cases, they 

will often delegate leadership of the bill to another senior member of the ministry. When the bill 

is less sensitive and considered less important, this delegation is even more common, and it may 

happen even further down the ladder, with a mid-level bureaucrat addressing the more technical 

issues.  

The sensitivity of an issue also dictates the extent to which non-executive actors are able 

to engage during this ministerial drafting stage. For more sensitive issues, non-executive actors 

have very limited sight (let alone influence) on the process. Perhaps most salient here are efforts 

by local and international non-governmental organizations to influence policy decisions. These 

institutions want to be involved and advocate for reforms, but they are usually denied access to 

sensitive issues, typically having to wait until a bill is made public by the Legislation and Opinion 
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Bureau. By contrast, when a bill is less sensitive, and especially if it is a social reform issue of 

broad public interest, more visibility is given to these outside actors, enabling the emergence of a 

public debate – and thereby providing a glint of democratic transparency and participation. The 

only real exception to the barriers on outside access during the drafting of sensitive policies is 

organizations with strong relationships with a given ministry whose technical assistance is drawn 

upon. These organizations frequently offer research on comparative regional or international 

experiences and even help with the drafting of text for specific articles in a bill. And yet, these 

institutions have little ability to lobby for changes that are contrary to the interests of the ministries.  

 

3.3 Can the Legislative Bureau Speak? 

Once the ministerial input into a bill is completed, the file is handed over to the Legislation 

and Opinions Bureau. The Bureau is supposed to serve as a technical body that reviews proposals, 

helping to draft them into legal language and deconflicting them with extant legislation. In theory, 

the team assigned to the file has a wide mandate to meet with anyone they need from across the 

government and beyond, but these meetings are typically limited to conversations with ministers 

and their staffs. In practice, however, the Bureau receives files of varying levels of detail, 

sometimes containing notes on how the draft should be formed and sometimes consisting of 

polished bills. The extent of the Bureau’s role therefore changes from draft to draft; sometimes it 

plays an active role in putting together the draft and, at other times, it simply reviews a completed 

text, as in the case of the Decentralization and Municipalities Laws. The level of competition 

depends upon a number of factors, but chief among them is the extent to which the government 

needs to carefully define a sensitive issue. Sensitive issues are typically fully drafted by the 

relevant ministries before they are handed over to the Bureau.  
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It is also important to point out that the handing of a draft over to the Bureau certainly does 

not signal an end of ministerial engagement. Instead, it indicates that the limits of what can be 

achieved in the inter-ministerial arena has been reached. As was clear with the Decentralization 

law, a number of unresolved conflicts may remain in the draft. Some ministerial figures may be 

waiting to address them in a different arena – one in which they feel they have greater capital.  

While the bill is with the Bureau, a draft is posted online for public review. While this 

opens up an important opportunity for public discussion and feedback, it is not usually seized upon. 

It is even rare for political parties or parliamentary representatives to open a dialogue at this stage. 

The limited engagement likely reflects the fact that there is no transparency in how these comments 

are subsequently incorporated into the draft. Moreover, members of the Bureau have also noted 

that this stage, in practice, serves more as an opportunity for the mukhabarat to provide feedback. 

While it was not directly observed in either of the bills under review in this thesis, members of the 

Bureau noted that comments are made through various online user accounts, and the Bureau then 

receives calls telling it which comments are to be included in the draft.  

 

3.4 A Fangless First Reading 

Once the Bureau is finished with the draft, it is referred back to the prime minister who 

then puts it before the House of Representatives for a first reading. During the first reading, the 

draft is discussed as a whole, and the House votes whether to reject the law outright or refer it to a 

specialized committee in the House to review. During this overall discussion of the draft, 

representatives make fiery speeches in favour of and in opposition to the bill. As was clear with 

the examined drafts, however, the emotive speeches are little more than a performative exercise. 
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While the House has the authority to reject bills, it rarely votes to do so – and even members who 

make impassioned speeches against a bill will often support it when it comes time to vote.  

The propensity for the House to vote in favour of drafts is partly a function of the formal 

rules of the legislature. If the House votes to reject a draft, it is passed to the Senate, which has the 

freedom to disagree with the House of Representatives’ decision. If the Senate disagrees, as 

mentioned above, and both sides persist in their disagreement, the issue is settled through a joint 

session. Because the Senate usually triumphs in these joint sessions (because they present a more 

united front), a House rejection during the first reading opens up the possibility of the Senate 

approving a bill in the joint session to which the House has made no amendments.  

Representatives are also unlikely to reject bills because of the informal dynamics of the 

House. Not only are representatives reluctant to vote against the government’s wishes for fear of 

repercussions, but the preferences of most representatives also generally align with those of the 

government. Constituting central components of the clientelist system, most representatives have 

the same interests as those in the executive institutions. They have not competed in the election to 

gain policy influence, but rather to gain access to state resources and use their positions to 

distribute services in their communities. And, having won their seats through an electoral process 

that privileges loyalist candidates with business and/or tribal backgrounds, most representatives 

are predisposed to support the government’s initiatives. Moreover, many representatives are hand 

selected for electoral “victory” by the mukhabarat648 – or they have special arrangements 

elsewhere in the government.  

 
648 Kristen Kao and E.J. Karmel, “The Pandemic Compromised Jordan’s Parliamentary Elections,” 
Washington Post, November 20, 2020, https://www.washingtonpost.com/politics/2020/11/20/pandemic-
compromised-jordans-parliamentary-elections/. 



 

 

257 

Of course, it is not accurate to reduce representatives to utility-maximizing actors only 

interested in their service-delivery roles. In addition to divergent backgrounds in diverse sectors, 

each actor also considers how policies will affect their specific constituencies (those within their 

electoral districts, but also their broader clients) and is influenced by a range of other personal 

factors and ideas. However, the decision to reject or approve the draft as a whole (particularly if it 

is sensitive) is usually dictated by the broader interests that align with the government. This is not 

the case for the much smaller cohort of representatives in each House of Representatives who are 

actually politically engaged and want to see reform. Typically emerging from the Muslim 

Brotherhood candidates or the waning leftist parties (both of which have very few seats in the 

House), these representatives may actually vote against the bill in the first reading. However, their 

numbers are insufficient to make a palpable difference.  

In the event that there is sufficient opposition during the first reading to reject a bill, other 

mechanisms are in place to ensure a supportive vote. The passage of bills through the first reading 

is also driven by the Speaker of the House. Effectively acting as a representative of the executive 

in the House, the Speaker has an array of tricks up his sleeve to push forward legislation. Most 

obviously, the Speaker has significant influence over representatives, particularly the more 

service-focused representatives who are unwavering loyal to the state (and who are a majority in 

the House). Additionally, representatives have told me about several other tactics that have been 

used by different Speakers, including insisting on counting votes by raised hands and providing 

insufficient time in close votes to actually count and correctly record votes accurately. Beyond the 

Speaker, the mukhabarat can also ensure supportive votes (discussed below).  

 

3.5 Whose Committee Is It Anyway? 
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During the first reading of the bill in the House of Representatives, a committee is assigned 

to review the draft. A specialized committee may be appointed, but one of the standing committees 

is typically assigned. In the case of the Decentralization and Municipalities Laws, it was a mixture 

of the two main standing committees. Each committee has an internally elected head. While the 

committee is made up of representatives, ministries are also allowed to participate in the sessions, 

and a range of outside actors (particularly local and international NGOs) are regularly asked to 

attend. The committee is the central space for legislative influence on a bill; any significant 

changes that are made by the House of Representatives typically happen in this forum. 

Given the influence of the Royal Court and the mukhabarat, the de facto executive can 

exert significant sway in the committee. Their influence is particularly salient – and potent – when 

a sensitive issue is before the committee, as was the case with the Decentralization Law. If the 

committee is discussing a sensitive bill about which the Court and the mukhabarat have clear 

preferences, then these institutions will establish clear red lines within which the other actors 

operate. However, even with sensitive issues, they typically leave some space for the competition 

of other actors, so long as they do not cross the red lines. Within this space, the remaining executive 

and legislative actors largely compete in the same manner as they do over less sensitive issues, but 

the debates are typically more political than technical. 

When a policy is less sensitive, the de facto executive will typically not get involved, but 

the ministries will often be highly interested in the bill. While single ministries can frequently 

dominate the non-de-facto-executive-dominated spaces in sensitive bills, a wider range of 

ministries is normally involved in the discussions over less sensitive bills, each offering input on 

areas salient to their respective ministry’s mandate. Moreover, the House representatives on the 

committee also have greater power. As discussed above, the endogenous actors in an arena, the 
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committee members in this case, are more able to leverage their formal mandates when addressing 

non-sensitive issues. In this scenario, the strength of arguments and ideas becomes more relevant, 

and even the reform-focused minority voices (often from the leftist parties) can have a degree of 

influence.  

Even when faced with a sensitive issue, the committee members are not powerless to resist 

ministerial irredentism (and even mukhabarat interference). The personal strength of the 

committee head is crucial in this context, as they play a key role in defining committee dynamics 

and setting the tone for discussions. Particularly if the head has a strong personality and/or tribal 

background (as was the case for both the administrative and legal committees in 2015), they can 

leverage their endogeneity in the arena, using the formal rules to eke out a genuine space for open 

debate. They can thereby prevent the committee from being transformed into another inter-

executive arena. A strong head can therefore maintain a space for the committee members to 

actually have a voice in all issues the House puts before them – not just non-sensitive bills – and 

for reform-oriented representatives to share their views. 

While the committee members may push back against the ministerial representatives, it is 

important to remember, as discussed above, that the House of Representatives is dominated by the 

service-oriented representatives who are sycophantically loyal to the regime. Moreover, committee 

positions are dependent on House elections. For the elections, representatives usually form 

informal alliances – perhaps the main form of legislative blocs in Jordan’s House. Reflecting the 

overall make-up of the House, these blocs ensure that loyal representatives dominate the 

committees. They also favour the inclusion of influential representatives, the influence of whom 

comes either from their personal tribal or business-based power outside of the House or their 

protracted experience in the House – which typically means they know how to play within the 
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lines. While some reform-oriented representatives are certainly present on committees, as they are 

under the dome, their voices are not the loudest or most influential.  

Due to the participation of non-representatives in their sessions, committees not only 

constitute a new arena in which competing interests can be contested, but also one where 

unresolved inter-ministerial conflicts can be re-addressed. As noted above, competing ministerial 

interests may not be settled by the time an issue moves to the Legislation Bureau, and ministerial 

actors may intentionally allow an issue to move along in the process if they believe they will have 

greater capital in a later arena. Different ministries will offer incentives to the members of the 

assigned committee, and particularly the committee head, to introduce reforms that are in a specific 

ministry’s interests. Members of the committee consequently receive perks, services, or even 

money to “fix” remaining “problems” in the bill. These agreements may also simply involve 

compromises. Committee members will agree to support a particular “fix” if they can secure 

government (and sometimes Senate) support for a committee-proposed amendment.  

A similar practice of horse trading exists within the House, with representatives outside of 

the committee maintaining a degree of capital that they can use to influence committee discussions. 

Because committee members play a central role in shaping and refining draft laws, they function 

as champions for the bills once they are returned to the House of Representatives. In the context 

of drafts like decentralization – where the House of Representatives is strongly opposed to the law 

– the committee must undertake significant efforts behind the scenes to bring representatives on 

board. Obtaining the support of representatives can involve a degree of compromise, especially 

with representatives who are influential within the House (due to their background or experience). 

This situation creates opportunities for quid quo pros through which these backbenchers can 

influence committee debates in return for their subsequent support in the House.  
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3.6 The Variable Legislative Leash  

Although the preponderance of the House of Representatives to approve legislation during 

the first reading may lend some credence to the common depiction of the House as a façade 

institution that obfuscates the true locus of decision-making, reducing the House of 

Representatives to a rubberstamp for executive decisions would undervalue the work that occurs 

during the second session (not to mention the committees). And yet, while the House is not simply 

a façade, the space available for independent decision making in the House issue is not a priori 

determined by Jordan’s institutional arrangements. Instead, it is dictated by the sensitivity of a 

given issue and the corresponding length of leash the House is provided. This point is crucial. The 

House is only as strong as it is allowed to be for any given issue. While members, as discussed 

below, may push the limits of what is expected (as was clear with the discussion of legal 

personality in the Decentralization Law), they do not push the limits beyond what the Court or the 

mukhabarat is willing to allow. There is therefore room for some give and take but only within the 

limits that the state is willing to tolerate.  

Once a bill returns from the appointed committee, it enters a second reading. Ahead of the 

second reading, the representatives are presented with a draft of the law that includes both the 

original draft sent from the Prime Ministry as well as the amendments that were proposed by the 

committee. The representatives go through the draft law article by article, discussing and then 

voting on each. For a sensitive bill, the House will still become embroiled in extensive debates, 

but any suggestions that depart from the committee’s or government’s draft are unlikely to be 

approved. As such, the discussions will usually focus on deciding between the government’s draft 
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and the committee’s changes, typically approving the committee’s changes because they represent 

a compromise between the government and committee.  

In attendance under the dome is not only the committee members, but also the salient 

ministers (or representatives of their ministries). The members of the committee will usually 

provide an explanation for each article. Committee members will also present any dissenting 

opinions that emerged in the committee. Likewise, ministry officials may provide justification for 

their original approach to the article. However, reflecting the discussions in the committee, there 

will typically be significant consensus between the government’s draft and the committee’s 

amendments for sensitive issues. As such, the members of the committee and the government will 

effectively form a united front within the House, with the committee members effectively serving 

as champions for the government draft.  

Representatives will be clearly made aware of how they are expected to vote because the 

government and representatives will articulate their support for committee amendments of which 

they approve. If voting expectations are not made clear through the speeches, the representatives 

will receive other messages. Indeed, a majority of the representatives are connected with a specific 

member of the mukhabarat – or simply the resident representative of the security institution who 

has an office in the House of Representatives – who will provide direction. Indeed, cell phone 

signal is typically not available under the dome, but this signal magically becomes stronger ahead 

of votes. Many representatives (typically the service-focused ones) have consequently been 

dubbed “allo” representatives because they receive calls from their mukhabarat contacts telling 

them how they should vote. Of course, not all representatives are contacted (particularly the 

Muslim Brotherhood and leftist ones), but enough are given instructions to ensure that bills pass 

as they are supposed to.  
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If the House of Representatives departs too significantly from the executive draft of the bill 

or follows the “wrong” executive instructions, the dominant executive branches (Prime Ministry, 

Royal Court, mukhabarat), can seek remedial action. In this vein, pressure is sometimes exerted 

after individual article votes are taken. In the notorious case of Jordan’s investment law, the House 

voted one way in the morning and reconvened in the afternoon, redoing the vote and obtaining the 

opposite outcome. Pressure can also be exerted toward the end of second reading – to reverse a 

number of previous votes – as the example of decentralization highlights in chapter 7. This 

naturally involves placing pressure both on the House as well as the representatives, particularly 

the more loyal ones. Once again, the “allo” representatives receive calls.  

For less sensitive issues, the legislative leash is allowed to be looser, allowing for more 

voting freedom. Amendments are more likely to depart from both the government’s and 

committee’s drafts. However, proposed changes are more likely to be voted for when the 

committee and government signal their support for them. And, in general, even for less sensitive 

issues, members still tend to limit themselves to deciding whether to approve the government draft 

or vote for the committee’s proposed amendments (as was the case with the Municipalities Law). 

The choices are typically limited in this manner because representatives usually lack the capacity 

to effectively review other options. Without the teams of advisors and researchers that 

parliamentarians in liberal democracies can draw upon, representatives in Jordan struggle to keep 

abreast of every issue and delve into the details. Likewise, there is also high deputy turnover from 

one election to the next, so representatives frequently lack experience with policy issues – or even 

legislative processes. 

There are, however, some exceptional representatives. Most commonly emerging from the 

Muslim Brotherhood or left-wing ranks, these representatives try to push the boundaries and 
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introduce significant reforms. Given the complex, confined conditions in which representatives 

operate, considerable political guile and experience is required to push for these changes. Beyond 

the quid pro quos into which they may enter with committee members, they may try to secure 

outside support from more aligned interests in the government – or even the international 

community active in Jordan. They will also try to secure the support of the House or of other 

influential members of the House. They may, for example, push way beyond what they know will 

be acceptable, hoping, in response to secure a compromise that is more extensive than the 

government would have otherwise accepted. These initiatives are almost always voted down by 

the broader House, but sometimes the ambitious tactics pay off, and representatives are sometimes 

able to push through important reforms. These significant accomplishments are rarely achieved in 

sensitive bills, but they are a little more common on less sensitive bills.  

Another important dynamic of less sensitive bills is their ability to open up the legislative 

arena. While the looser leash does not result in many new policy alternatives, it does introduce a 

broader range of influences. In particular, because the executive institutions need not be as aligned 

on non-sensitive issues, there is a greater diversity of executive influences on representatives, and 

a great range of alliances and kin ties come into play. For less sensitive issues, therefore, the second 

reading can also become a new arena for the executive to push their policy preferences. Equally 

importantly, less sensitive bills also open up the arena to actors who are frequently excluded from 

policy-making processes. Because representatives are can more freely choose between the 

available policy options, they are more responsive to the influence of civil society – and even 

broader public discussion – and the strength of these actors’ ideas can become just as important as 

political calculations.  

 



 

 

265 

3.7 The Senatorial Guardians of the State  

 After the House of Representatives votes on each article of the bill, the draft is passed to 

the Senate. The Senate is supposed to be neutral – outside of political considerations. Indeed, 

Jordanian senators frequently note that the body plays a technical review role, ensuring that 

everything in the draft is in legally feasible. Senators certainly have a lot of experience to bring to 

bear on the technical feasibility of policy issues because of the requirements necessary to become 

a Senator.649 However, the Senate discussions are still highly political – and constitute a new arena 

for competition over the policy. 

 The nature of the competition in the senatorial arena is a bit different than in the House. 

While the Senate follows a similar process as the House in terms of readings and committee 

discussions, fewer actors have access to the arena and the endogenous actors hold much more 

influence. Senate sessions are not made public and, although the government can attend the 

sessions and committee meetings, they bring less capital to the arena than the senators. In fact, the 

senators often wield more individual influence than members of the current government. This 

insularity of the Senate does not mean that discussions in the Senate are uncontentious, but simply 

that the disagreements are more endogenous to the arena. 

 In addition to the government being less able to influence senators, there is also less little 

need for this intervention. The governmental backgrounds of the Senate’s members mean their 

interests tend to align with those of the executive. Indeed, as one (more reformist) senator noted, 

 
649 As per the Constitution (article 64), “a Senator must have completed forty calendar years of age and 
must belong to one of the following classes: Present and former Prime Ministers and Ministers, persons 
who had previously held the office of Ambassador, Minister Plenipotentiary, Speaker of the Chamber of 
Representatives, President and judges of the Court of Cassation and of the Civil and Sharia Courts of 
Appeal, retired military officers of the rank of Lt. General and above, former Representatives who were 
elected at least twice as Representatives, and other similar personalities who enjoy the confidence of the 
people in view of the services rendered by them to the Nation and the Country.” 
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executive pressure is not necessary in the Senate because the Senate reflects government interests 

“by default”. In this sense, the Senate acts as a sort of legislative safeguard, ensuring that anything 

pushed too far in the House (from the perspective of the government) can be corrected under the 

auspices of technical feasibility.  

 Given the pro-executive disposition of the Senate, it is unsurprising that the institution is 

commonly referred to as the “King’s council”. This moniker, however, is a bit misleading. 

Although the Senate is royally appointed, it is made up of “guardians of the state”. These guardians 

protect what they believe to be state interests, but those interests, as the example of decentralization 

will show, do not always align with those of the monarchy. The governmental background (and 

the corresponding institutional socialization) of the Senate’s members may, in a sense, align 

senators with executive interests, but, as this chapter has discussed, there are many divergent 

executive interests. Indeed, the Senate is typically more conservative than the King or his Court – 

and more reluctant to allow any changes to the clientelist status quo. Thus, rather than serving the 

King’s interests, they act as they think the King should, as was clear with the case of legal 

personality in the Decentralization Law.  

 Of course, even among the Senate ranks, there is a diversity of interests. With backgrounds 

across Jordan’s governmental, judicial and defence institutions, the input of senators may reflect a 

wide range of interests. These institutional backgrounds may also create proclivities for alliances 

with these bodies during the policy process. Moreover, the Senate also includes some more reform-

focused voices. These senators will often align with more reformist elements of the House. 

However, like in the House, these voices are often marginalized. Not only do they have less 

influence, but they rarely hold key committee positions – let alone become heads of the Senate. 

As a result, the Senate tends to ensure that clientelist interests are again safeguarded.  
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3.8 A Royal Review  

 After the Senate reviews the draft, it is sent to the King for his approval. Royal assent is 

largely a formality. The King rarely exercises his right to reject a bill (and thereby return it to the 

parliament). However, for non-sensitive bills for which he has not articulated a vision, he may use 

this prerogative to act a linchpin, resolving a policy conflict and likely siding with public opinion. 

If the bill is sensitive, he may refer it back to parliament if the draft has departed significantly from 

his original vision. This is what happened in the case of the Decentralization Law. The King found 

that the Senate had made changes that were contrary to the intended purpose of decentralization – 

and in conflict with Constitutional Court’s findings on the law. In theory, the legislature can 

overrule the King’s decision with the approval of two thirds (in non-constitutional issues) of both 

the Senate and the House of Representatives. In practice, however, this does not occur.  

 

4. Conclusion 

Policy making in Jordan is a complex process that involves a range of actors, none of whom 

can be reduced to purely rational economic actors. Throughout the process, these divergent 

interests bring the policy actors into ongoing conflict, and each step of the process opens up a new 

potential arena for this competition. Within each arena, the rules of the game differ. They are 

dictated by a blend of the formal rules and informal practices. The way the formal and informal 

blend together in each arena is not static; it responds dynamically to the specific legislation being 

drafted and its sensitivity. Regardless of the sensitivity of the process, however, policy making is 

not monolithic. It is always defined by inter- and intra-institutional conflicts.  
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Chapter 8: Concluding Remarks 
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1. Introduction  

With the preceding chapter having outlined a model for Jordanian policy making, this 

chapter discusses the implications of the model, providing an overview of the key arguments that 

were made throughout the thesis and how they relate to the existing literature. In this vein, the 

chapter discusses firstly how the thesis has challenged pervasive assumptions of public policy’s 

irrelevance in authoritarian contexts. It explains secondly how public policy analysis can improve 

our understanding of a range of political phenomena in authoritarian regimes, focusing in 

particular on our understanding of decentralization processes. It discusses thirdly how close-range 

data-collection methods can open up the black box of executive policy arenas. And it highlights 

finally that the inclusion of authoritarian monarchies can contribute to an enhanced, more inclusive 

understanding of authoritarian institutions and policy making. The chapter subsequently turns to 

three areas for future research. It firstly discusses the potential of future research to explore the 

extent to which policy-making processes should be factored into regime classifications. Secondly, 

given the absence of a public role in the policy-making processes examined in this research, it 

suggests that future research should explore whether the Jordanian public can be found in other 

policy issues in the Kingdom. Thirdly, with international actors also absent from the examined 

policy-making processes, it suggests future research could focus more closely on the role of 

international actors and whether these actors are more salient for some issues than others.  

 

2. Implications of the Key Findings of the Research 

This section provides an overview of the key arguments that were made in the thesis, tying 

them back to the existing literature discussed in chapter 2. It firstly explains how the policy-making 

processes described in the preceding two chapters show that policy-making institutions in 
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authoritarian monarchies are not simply façades obscuring the true locus of decision making. In 

the same vein, the final products of those processes were not the straightforward outputs of royal 

prerogatives or elite interests (although more so in the case of the more sensitive law). Instead, the 

research shows that policy making in an authoritarian monarchy is complex and involves a wide 

range of competing actors – not unlike policy making in a liberal democracy. The section secondly 

discusses the implications of the thesis’ findings for current debates about decentralization in the 

Middle East – and authoritarian contexts more broadly. Reflecting the assumptions of the broader 

comparative authoritarian literature, the extant research on decentralization in the region tends to 

dismiss the relevance of policy-making processes; the current research, however, shows that 

attention to these processes can deeply enrich our understanding of decentralization – and a wide 

range of other political phenomena in the region. Thirdly, the section explains how the thesis’ 

close-range research of the entire policy process in Jordan has helped to open up the black box of 

the authoritarian executive as well as show interconnections between the legislative and executive 

policy-making arenas. The section finally notes the benefits of investigating policy making in a 

wide array of authoritarian regimes, including the often-neglected authoritarian monarchies. 

 
2.1 Finding Policy among Authoritarian Politics  

This thesis has investigated the process through which policy (and specifically policy 

related to governance reform) is made in Jordan. To this end, it has tackled the pervasive belief 

that policy-making processes are irrelevant in authoritarian contexts or can be understood as the 

relatively straightforward product of a dictator’s or elite’s interests.650 Through its examination of 

the 2015 Decentralization and Municipalities Law, the thesis answered its research question: How 

 
650 Bruce Bueno de Mesquita, Alastair Smith, Randolph Siverson, and James Morrow, The Logic of 
Political Survival (MIT Press, 2003); and Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson, Economic Origins of 
Dictatorship and Democracy (Cambridge University Press, 2006). 
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and to what extent does the sensitivity of a policy issue in an authoritarian monarchy affect the 

actors involved in the process, the roles they play, and the degree to which technical knowledge 

and arguments (ideas) influence the setting of policy agendas and the determination of policy 

alternatives? It has found that sensitivity affects the extent to which policy is indeed a reflection 

of the dictator’s interests. Indeed, the King and the de facto executive institutions tightly control 

sensitive issues, such as the Decentralization Law, engaging across Jordan’s policy-making arenas 

to limit the role of other policy-making actors; however, when issues are less sensitive, as was the 

case of the Municipalities Law, a broad range of policy makers are able to exert significant 

influence, particularly in the arenas to which they are endogenous. As such, the long-standing 

assumption of comparative politics – that authoritarian policy is a simple reflection of the interests 

of the dictator and their elite – only held true in certain cases in Jordan.  

The thesis has relatedly pushed back against the common perception in Jordan (as in other 

authoritarian contexts) that the country’s formal policy-making institutions are façades that 

obscure the true locus of decision making and the real decision makers: the King, the mukhabarat, 

or the amorphous “deep state”.651 As the vignette in the introduction highlighted, this perception 

is not only common among academics, but also in political circles in Jordan itself. While such a 

depiction may be accurate in other contexts and does indeed help to explain the consequences of 

Jordan’s authoritarian upgrading, it does not tell us the whole story. To this end, the empirical 

cases in the thesis have been leveraged to explain the complex institutional set up that is involved 

in decision making in the Kingdom. Chapter 5 and 6 highlight that every institution – including 

the houses of parliament – was involved in making important decisions. These institutions also 

 
651 Merle Fainsod, How Russia Is Ruled (Harvard University Press, 1965), 384; Dawn Brancati, 
“Democratic Authoritarianism: Origins and Effects,” Annual Review of Political Science Vol. 17 (2014): 
317; and Ellen Lust-Okar, “Elections under Authoritarianism: Preliminary Lessons from Jordan,” 
Democratization Vol. 13, No. 3 (2006): 456-71. 
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interacted with one another through complex patterns, creating alliances and tactfully engaging 

across numerous arenas in the policy making process. Many of these interactions happen in 

backrooms rather than in the public view, but they are fundamental to decision making in the 

Kingdom.  

Crucially, the intricate calculations and interactions were not unique to the less sensitive 

Municipalities Law; even in the case of the highly sensitive Decentralization Law, a diverse range 

of actors was involved in important decisions. For instance, the inclusion of legal personality in 

the Decentralization Law was rejected during the drafting process in the executive arenas as well 

as in the House committee. And yet, representatives in the House (and a constellation of exogenous 

allies active in the parliamentary arena) worked together to successfully inject the principle into 

the law during the second reading. Important decisions on the Decentralization and Municipalities 

Law required executive buy-in, but the discussions and compromises that lead to those decisions 

were pushed by a broad range of actors in Jordan’s formal policy-making institutions. In no 

instance, therefore, where the formal institutions mere façades.  

The creative interactions in which institutions – and the actors therein – are involved were 

not so different from the tactics and strategies that we observe during policy-making processes in 

liberal democracies. Some of the prominent approaches for examining these processes are outlined 

in chapter 2, including punctuated equilibrium, multiple streams, and the advocacy coalition 

framework. While this thesis did not involve a deductive analysis of the extent to which these 

approaches can be applied to policy processes in Jordan, the applicability of certain aspects of 

them emerged serendipitously during the research. 

The model that I was reminded of most frequently during the research was Kingdon’s 

multiple streams (or garbage can) model, and particularly his division of actors into politicians and 
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technical personal. This heuristic division proved highly relevant in the Jordanian context.652 

However, in contrast to liberal democracies where politicians have the greatest influence on 

agenda setting, and technical experts play a larger role in defining policy alternatives, the inverse 

seemed to be true in Jordan. The agenda was set by more informed individuals, including the Royal 

Court and international experts, while the politically focused, less technical politicians in the 

ministries and parliament hammered out the alternatives. In this sense, the Jordanian process may 

reflect more of an inverted garbage can model.  

The intersection of multiple streams that is essential to Kingdon’s model was also reflected 

in the studied cases. For Kingdon, the existence of a problem is not sufficient. For an issue to rise 

onto the agenda, “[t]here also is generally a solution ready to go, already softened up, already 

worked out.”653 This problem-solution coupling occurred in Jordan, but the process looked a little 

bit different. The individual power of the King enabled him to propose a solution independently 

of a clear problem it was solving (except for its indirect response to demands for reforms during 

the Arab Uprisings). Despite clear warnings against such an approach in the decentralization 

literature,654 the process was pursued as an end in itself in Jordan without a clear identified problem 

– or the consequent tailoring of decentralization thereto. As such, the King forced the diverse actors 

across policy arenas (but particularly those in the ministries) to frame decentralization as a 

response to different problems – each of which reflected ministries’ respective interests. 

 
652 John Kingdon, Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies (second edition) (Pearson Education 
Limited, 2005). 
653 Kingdon, Agendas, Alternatives, and Public Policies, 142.  
654 Dennis Rondinelli and John Nellis, “Assessing Decentralization Policies in Developing Countries: A 
Case for Cautious Optimism,” Development Policy Review Vol. 4, No. 1 (1986): 3-23; and Jennie 
Litvack, Junaid Ahmad and Richard Bird, “Rethinking Decentralization in Developing Countries,” The 
World Bank, Washington, D.C., 1998. 
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Interestingly, because a solution can rise to the policy agenda without first coupling with a 

problem, the need for Kingdon’s policy windows may be less critical in the Jordanian context.  

Beyond multiple streams, the applicability of other models was also manifest. Elements of 

punctuated equilibrium, for instance, also emerged out of the research. Indeed, the constellations 

of actors that are organized within and across Jordan’s executive and legislative institutions closely 

resemble the policy subsystems described by Baumgartner and Jones.655 Within these systems, 

there is relative consensus about how issues salient to the policy area should be managed, yielding 

prolonged policy statis. In the case of Jordan, this status is further reinforced by the reluctance of 

ministerial and parliamentary actors to take risks (as discussed in chapters 5 and 6), allowing 

existing policy directions to heavily dictate future initiatives, and perhaps intensifying punctures, 

as has been observed in other authoritarian contexts.656 Therefore, significant change only occurs, 

as it did in the case of decentralization, when actors exogenous to the subsystem, such as the King 

and the international community, bring the issue onto the policy agenda – which was incentivized 

by the shock of the Arab Uprisings.657  

Once the issue rose to the government’s agenda, moving from parallel to linear processing, 

the sub-system had to engage with a wider array of actors – ones who did not share the sub-

system’s ideas about how to manage subnational governance (and the status quo therein). While 

the direction of the reform process was heavily influenced by policy legacies and the guardians of 

 
655 Frank Baumgartner and Bryan Jones, “Agenda Dynamics and Policy Subsystems,” The Journal of 
Politics Vol. 53, No. 4 (1991): 1044-74. 
656 Wai Fung Lam, and Kwan Nok Chan, “How Authoritarianism Intensifies Punctuated Equilibrium: The 
Dynamics of Policy Attention in Hong Kong,” Governance Vol. 28, No. 4 (2015): 549-70. 
657 James True, Bryan Jones, and Frank Baumgartner, “Punctuated-Equilibrium Theory: Explaining 
Stability and Change in Public Policymaking,” in Theories of the Policy Process Second Edition, ed. Paul 
Sabatier (Westview, 2007), 155-88. 
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the state ensured it did not affect the political status quo, the new legislation nonetheless 

represented a significant departure from preceding subnational governance arrangements.  

Aspects of the advocacy coalition framework also emerged in the research because the 

cases of the Decentralization and Municipalities Laws demonstrated the importance of similar 

policy alliances in the Jordanian context. Unlike the coalitions described Sabatier and Jenkins-

Smith, the coalitions often lacked specialists and were instead united by commitments to the 

political status quo or broad reform agendas rather than specific policy alternatives; nevertheless, 

they came together for the purpose of arguing against other groups within a policy subsystem. 

And, while Sabatier and Jenkins-Smith’s focus on policy-oriented learning was difficult to 

distinguish in the case of Jordan, decentralization was certainly incentivized by events or shocks 

exogenous to the subsystem, with the 2011 protests forcing the monarchy to consider different 

reform initiatives.658 Moreover, while the range of actors utilizing institutions may be less 

pluralistic than the advocacy coalition framework predicts in a liberal democracy, diverse 

Jordanian actors nonetheless leveraged these institutions as access points to decision making.  

These examples help to illustrate important opportunities for applying policy-change 

models developed in liberal democracies to authoritarian monarchies. While the policy-making 

contexts are naturally very different, there is nonetheless many elements of the models that can 

travel the distance to authoritarian contexts. Some of the models, such as punctuated equilibrium, 

are naturally more applicable to authoritarian monarchies because of their more general 

approaches – and the work of their own pioneers to employ them in authoritarian contexts. Others 

would require significantly more adaption to make them fully applicable in an authoritarian 

 
658 Paul Sabatier and Hank Jenkins-Smith, “The Advocacy Coalition Framework: An Assessment,” in 
Theories of the Policy Process, ed. Paul Sabatier (Westview Press, 1999). 
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monarchy. And yet, in all cases, their key concepts provided a great deal of insight to consider 

how policy making works in Jordan. 

 

2.2 Bringing Policy into Decentralization Discussions in the Middle East  

 Beyond contributing to the overall efforts to bring policy into the study of authoritarian 

politics,659 the research has also responded to the absence of public policy research in the Middle 

East. While there is growing interest in knowledge in policy in the region (which focuses on 

knowledge gained through policy analysis and evaluation), there remains an acute lack of research 

on knowledge of policy (which focuses on the how and why of the policy-making process itself).660 

The lack of research in this space perhaps stems from the fact that assumptions about the 

irrelevance of policy processes in authoritarian regimes remain particularly pervasive in studies of 

the Arab world. As such, researchers focusing on topics related to policy in the region have relied 

on comparative political and comparative authoritarian approaches that focus, inter alia, on 

authoritarian persistence, authoritarian upgrading, monarchical resilience, and coup proofing. The 

thesis has consequently endeavoured to introduce policy research into Middle Eastern studies.  

The thesis has specifically mounted its offensive by focusing on one particular debate that 

reflects the broader assumptions in the literature. This debate relates to the reasons why Jordan – 

and other authoritarian regimes in the Middle East – have decided to decentralize. Key 

contributions to this nascent literature on Jordan have argued that the regime used the process to 

 
659 See, e.g., Thomas Remington, “Institutional Change in Authoritarian Regimes: Pension Reform in 
Russia and China,” Problems of Post-Communism Vol. 66, No. 5 (2019): 301-14; Jennifer Gandhi, Ben 
Noble, and Milan Svolik, “Legislatures and Legislative Politics Without Democracy,” Comparative 
Political Studies (Vol. 53, No. 9): 1359-79; and Brian Taylor, “Police Reform in Russia: The Policy 
Process in a Hybrid Regime,” Post-Soviet Affairs Vol. 30, No. 2-3 (2014): 226-55. 
660 Howard Lasswell, “The Emerging Conception of the Policy Sciences,” Policy Science Vol. 1, No. 1 
(1970): 3, 5. 
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protect the interests of key East Bank Jordanian tribes – the primary recipients of patrimony – 

whilst satisfying external demands for neoliberal and democratic reform. Clark, for example, 

argues that Jordan’s decentralization legislation actually contributed to a larger process of 

centralization that the regime strategically used to strengthen its own position and privilege its 

centrally organized East Bank base.661 She contrasts Jordan’s strategy of centralization with 

Morocco’s pursuit of decentralization, arguing that both regimes solidified their support bases, 

but, due to differences in local political structures, the Moroccan regime was able to strengthen its 

position through decentralization while Jordan did the same through further centralization.  

Similar to Clark’s findings, Elliot, Ciesielski, and Birkholz note that, while there was 

significant democratic rhetoric ahead of decentralization, “Jordanian decentralization can be 

placed in the context of constituency clientelism, rather than as a radical political reform.”662 Along 

the same lines, Kao suggests that Jordan’s decentralization process was designed to strengthen the 

position of the Jordanian regime. It was not intended, she indicates, to genuinely download power, 

but only to allow for the release of “political tension” through the creation of jobs and allow Jordan 

“to hold more elections to make the citizenry feel as though they have some amount of power over 

and stake in their government”.663 Others have similarly approached decentralization in Jordan as 

yet another manifestation of the regime’s oft-used tactics of defensive democratization and 

authoritarian upgrading.664 

 
661 Janine Clark, Local Politics in Jordan and Morocco: Strategies of Centralization and Decentralization 
(Columbia University Press, 2018).  
662 Grace Elliott, Matt Ciesielski, and Rabecca Birkholz, “Centralized Decentralization: Subnational 
Governance in Jordan,” Middle East Policy Vol. 25, No. 4 (2018): 130-45. 
663 Kristen Kao, “Jordan: Negotiating Political, Economic, and Social Minefields,” IEMed: Mediterranean 
Yearbook 2017, European Institute of the Mediterranean, 2017.  
664 E.J. Karmel and Ali al Batran, “Building Grassroots Participation for Decentralization,” Identity 
Center, Amman, 2013; and Erik Vollmann, Miriam Bohn, Roland Sturm, and Thomas Demmelhuber, 
“Decentralisation as Authoritarian Upgrading? Evidence from Jordan and Morocco,” The Journal of 
North African Studies (2020): 1-32. 
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Similar approaches to decentralization have proliferated in studies of the process across the 

region, with Demmelhuber, Sturm, and Vollmann arguing, for instance, that the role of neo-

patrimonial networks is essential for understanding decentralization in the region because “policies 

of decentralization are guided, inspired, and used for their purposes by informal personal 

networks”.665 Harb and Atallah likewise note that decentralization (and centralization) have been 

used as strategies across the region to consolidate the role of ruling elites and their networks, with, 

for instance, municipalities in Lebanon being engaged by sectarian interests to further control 

locales, access rents, and distribute services to their clients.666 In her study of Morocco, Bergh 

finds that decentralization was driven by the monarchy’s strategy to “shore up” its own legitimacy, 

with any consequent blurring of boundaries between state and society designed to maintain and 

establish clientelism, rather than promote “complementarity and embeddedness that could 

constitute synergy”.667  

Each of these contributions offers important insight into the political contexts in which 

decentralization emerged in Jordan and the wider region. However, while they provide a clear 

explanation of the whys of decentralization, there is a tendency to suggest that the final design of 

decentralization reforms can be explained entirely by political dynamics. The current research has 

therefore sought to augment our understanding of Jordan’s 2015 decentralization process, bringing 

policy into the Jordanian and regional decentralization narratives. It has shown that that the final 

form of the 2015 Decentralization Law was the outcome of a complex interaction between a formal 

 
665 Thomas Demmelhuber, Roland Sturm, and Erik Vollmann, “Decentralization in the Arab world: 
Conceptualizing the Role of Neopatrimonial Networks,” Mediterranean Politics (2018): 2.  
666 Mona Harb and Sami Atallah, “Decentralisation in the Arab World Must Be Strengthened to Provide 
Better Services,” IEMed Mediterranean Yearbook, 2015.  
667 Sylvia Bergh, “Assessing the Scope for Partnerships Between Local Governments and Community-
Based Organizations: Findings from Rural Morocco,” International Journal of Public Administration 
Vol. 30 (2010): 740-51. Also see Sylvia Bergh, The Politics of Development in Morocco: Local 
Governance and Participation in North Africa (London: I.B. Taurus, 2017). 
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political system, informal rules of the political game, policy legacies, and myriad actors who 

agentially and strategically worked within those structural constraints. The decision to pursue 

decentralization may have been taken unilaterally, but a wide range of decentralization options 

were possible, and actors in both the executive and legislative institutions competed to secure 

divergent formulations, some of which could have yielded significantly different systems of local 

governance. 

The research findings therefore also challenge the common belief that policy cannot be 

parsed from politics in authoritarian regimes. Certainly, politics and policy are deeply intertwined 

in authoritarian contexts; these concepts even use the same word in Arabic. However, this research 

has shown the extent to which they can be disaggregated and should not be treated synonymously. 

It has also shown that, even within a single context, policy and politics may diverge to differing 

extents. In the case of the Decentralization Law, it was, at times, difficult to separate policy from 

politics. However, in the case of the Municipalities Law, the tracks were much more distinct. Even 

the policy makers working in the Jordanian context differentiated between these streams, 

highlighting instances in which policy alternatives could be discussed on their merit.  

These distinctions will hopefully be relevant not only for scholars working on authoritarian 

politics and policy, but also for individuals helping to support reform processes in authoritarian 

monarchies. Even though practitioners working on political reform in Jordan and similar contexts 

are acutely aware of the difficulties of effecting bona fide policy change, there is a pervasive lack 

of understanding of the policy-making processes taking place in these contexts. And yet, the 

current research was undertaken to demonstrate the perils of neglecting policy-making processes 

when engaging with (or studying) authoritarian systems. It was designed with the hopes of helping 

practitioners to identify the relevant decision makers with whom they need to work, the actors 
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outside of the sub-system who can exert influence, and the policies – and parts thereof – that can 

be most effectively engaged. The research has sought to demonstrate that there was significantly 

more opportunity for outside actors to engage with the Municipalities Law than the 

Decentralization Law, despite the fact that the drafts both concerned a similar topic. And yet, while 

actors focused on the flashy Decentralization Law in 2014 and 2015, little focus was placed on the 

Municipalities Law. As such, the research will hopefully direct practitioners toward future policies 

where resources can be most effectively allocated. The thesis therefore hopes to encourage 

individuals supporting reforms in authoritarian contexts to include policy-making processes within 

their political economy and context analyses. 

 

2.3 Bringing Executives and Monarchies into the Study of Authoritarian Policy Making  

The thesis has contributed to a nascent current within the comparative authoritarian 

literature that is challenging stylistic assumptions about authoritarian policy making by 

demonstrating the importance of authoritarian legislatures and the actors therein.668 The thesis 

borrows not only from the literature’s examination of the role of executive actors in legislative 

arenas (which informed this thesis’ discussion of political arenas and thus the incorporation of 

Bourdieusian field and capital),669 but also its close-range investigative methods of legislative 

 
668 Jennifer Gandhi, Ben Noble, and Milan Svolik. “Legislatures and Legislative Politics without 
Democracy,” Comparative Political Studies Vol. 53, No. 9 (2020): 1359-79; Ben Noble, “Authoritarian 
Amendments: Legislative Institutions as Intraexecutive Constraints in Post-Soviet Russia,” Comparative 
Political Studies Vol. 53, No. 9 (2020): 1417-54; Xiaobo Lü, Mingxing Liu, and Feiyue Li, “Policy 
Coalition Building in an Authoritarian Legislature: Evidence from China’s National Assemblies (1983-
2007),” Comparative Political Studies Vol. 53, No. 9 (2020): 1380-416; Rory Truex, “Authoritarian 
Gridlock? Understanding Delay in the Chinese Legislative System,” Comparative Political Studies Vol. 
53, No. 9 (2020): 1455-92; and Paul Schuler, “Position Taking or Position Ducking? A Theory of Public 
Debate in Single-Party Legislatures,” Comparative Political Studies Vol. 53, No. 9 (2020): 1493-524. 
669 See Noble, “Authoritarian Amendments” ; and Lü, Liu, and Li, “Policy Coalition Building in an 
Authoritarian Legislature.” 
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institutions. It leverages these methods to examine the executive arenas themselves. However, a 

key contribution of this thesis is to extend the use of these close-range investigate methods across 

all of Jordan’s policy-making institutions, not limiting their application to legislatures.  

Data collection in executive arenas is often difficult in authoritarian contexts because of 

the secrecy of these closed-door institutions. Jordan was consequently selected because of its 

relative openness (and my own personal connections in the Jordanian context). While some 

institutions, such as the Royal Court and the mukhabarat, proved more impermeable than others, 

the thesis hopefully acts as a thin edge of the wedge, helping to crack open the executive black 

box. Through its close-range investigation of the executive in chapter 6, the thesis demonstrated 

that authoritarian executives may be far from cohesive. The policy processes leading to the 

Decentralization and Municipalities Laws showed a range of divisions and challenging debates 

that emerged across Jordan’s executive institutions. Not only was there a division of interests 

between the formal and de facto executive institutions, but there were also extensive fractures 

among the formal institutions themselves, with each ministry fighting for its institutional interests.  

Thus, rather than being defined by consensus, the executive institutions are characterized 

by their need to reach compromises. They hammer out their compromises across the full gambit 

of Jordan’s policy arenas, exploiting dynamic levels of capital across the arenas to push their 

respective interests as far as possible. Thus, just as we should avoid assumptions about policy 

being the unproblematic product of regime/elite interests, we should also avoid the trap of 

assuming that there is consensus among these actors. Significantly more fine-grained analysis of 

executive institutions will be necessary to really open the executive black box – and thereby 

understand this part of the policy-making process in Jordan and other authoritarian regimes.  
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In addition to bringing the executive into focus through the case of Jordan, the country was 

also selected to expand the range of authoritarian regimes in which policy making is being 

researched. Investigating policy making in a wide range of authoritarian regimes  is crucial because 

there are even more “stark differences” between different kinds of authoritarian regimes than there 

are between democracies,670 and even slight differences in policy process can produce large 

differences in policy products and outcomes.671 Just as the addition of European countries to the 

America-centric policy-change models have greatly enriched our understanding of democratic 

policy making,672 so too is it crucial that our understanding of authoritarian policy making is not 

determined by a limited range of regimes.  

With monarchies heavily neglected in studies of policy-making institutions and processes 

in authoritarian regimes, Jordan was selected because it constitutes a “middle” authoritarian 

monarchy: the type of monarchy most closely corresponding with the “conventional” 

authoritarianism described by Linz. It therefore represents a good case through which to begin to 

understand authoritarian monarchies. However, as greater focus is given to policy making in 

authoritarian monarchies, authors will hopefully explore a wider range of monarchical sub-types, 

venturing beyond middle monarchies. Exploration across the spectrum of authoritarian monarchies 

is necessary because there is significant diversity across these regimes. The findings of this thesis 

apply most directly to other middle monarchies, including Morocco, Oman, and Kuwait, but 

hopefully will provide insight into other authoritarian monarchies (and authoritarian regimes more 

 
670 Daron Acemoglu and James Robinson, Economic Origins of Dictatorship and Democracy (Cambridge 
University Press, 2006), 17. 
671 Donald Horowitz, “Is There a Third-World Policy Process?” Policy Sciences Vol. 22, No. 3-4 (1989): 
197. 
672 See Journal of European Public Policy Vol. 13, No. 7: Comparative Studies of Policy Agendas (2006). 
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broadly). However, the farther the model travels from a middle – or even linchpin monarchy – the 

more the findings of this thesis will need to validated.  

 

3. Future Avenues for Research  

The section examines three broader discussions of authoritarian policy making, each of 

which was highlighted during the research – and each of which constitutes an important avenue 

for future research. It firstly discusses the implications of the thesis’ findings for our current 

categorizations of authoritarian regimes, suggesting that future research should explore the extent 

to which authoritarian taxonomies need to integrate policy-making processes. Secondly, the 

section discusses the conspicuous absence of the public in Jordan policy making. Given that 

research looking at policy making in other authoritarian contexts has highlighted innovative 

avenues for public input in policy, the section suggests that future research should investigate these 

possibilities in Jordan and other authoritarian monarchies. Thirdly, while international actors were 

not crucial to the policy-making processes examined in this thesis, a broad range of interviewees 

suggested that international influence may be more salient in other policy fields. Future research 

could therefore home in on the role of international actors in policy-making processes in 

authoritarian monarchies.  

 

3.1 Factoring Policy Making into Regime Taxonomies  

Jordan is frequently identified as a linchpin monarchy.673 As discussed in chapter 2, 

linchpin monarchies have ruling families that participate in the political institutions of the 

 
673 Watanabe Shun, “Dynamics of Linchpin Monarchical Rule: Jordan in the Neoliberal Era,” conference 
paper for annual conference of the Political Science Association, 2019; Russell Lucas, Institutions and the 
Politics of Survival in Jordan: Domestic Responses to External Challenges, 1988–2001 (State University 
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monarchy and the military but not the wider bureaucracy. In these regimes, the monarch remains 

at arm’s length from politics, acting as a neutral force in society and decision making. To this end, 

the monarch then uses the cabinet as a façade for their control, allowing the monarchy to remain 

removed from tribal, religious, ethnic, and regional factionalism by acting as the linchpin of the 

political system.  

When viewing Jordan through a comparative political lens, it appears to be an archetypal 

linchpin. And yet, the research in this thesis questions the extent to which it genuinely acts as a 

linchpin in decision-making process. When dealing with less sensitive issues, such as the 

Municipalities Law, the King and Royal Court do indeed remain at an arm’s length from the policy 

process, leaving other institutions to manage the day to day and intervening only when mediation 

is necessary. However, for sensitive policy issues, the King actively sets the policy agenda. He 

subsequently uses the Royal Court, the mukhabarat, and the Policy Council to exert significant 

influence on the policies as they were being drafted and ratified. The cases therefore question the 

accuracy of the linchpin moniker. The categorization of Jordan as a linchpin becomes even more 

problematic when it is compared with Morocco: the other archetypal linchpin in the region. With 

a bureaucratic apparatus inherited from French colonial influence in the Maghreb, the policy-

making process in Morocco looks substantially different than Jordan’s. 

The same issue persists when considering other authoritarian regimes classification. For 

instance, Jordan is often identified as a hegemonic electoral authoritarian regime (as discussed in 

chapter 2), falling into the same category as Kuwait and pre-revolution Egypt and Tunisia.674 

Given the drastic differences in policy processes that exist across these contexts, the inclusion of 

 
of New York Press, 2005); and Robert Springborg, “Arab Militaries,” in The Arab Uprisings Explained: 
New Contentious Politics in The Middle East, ed., Marc Lynch (Columbia University Press, 2014). 
674 See, e.g., Larry Diamond, “Thinking About Hybrid Regimes,” Journal of Democracy Vol. 13, No. 2 
(2002): 21-35. 
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policy-making analyses raises a number of questions about regime classification in general. It 

highlights the need for further parsing of regime types (especially for policy-related studies), as 

well as the benefits of using small-n case studies to explore regime categorization. It also suggests 

that it may be beneficial to closely consider policy-making processes when determining 

authoritarian categories (and allocations therein), as these processes provide crucial information 

about the institutional architecture of a regime.   

 

3.2 The Public in Jordanian Policy Making  

 A key focus of the limited work on public policy in authoritarian regimes has focused on 

the extent to which policy making in these contexts is public.675 Reflecting the pluralist contexts 

in which most public policy theories emerged, this literature has investigated different – often 

unpredictable – channels through which non-regime actors are able to influence policy. Guided by 

these findings, a continual focus throughout the research of this thesis was identifying avenues for 

public engagement in the Jordanian policy process. However, in examining both the 

Decentralization Law and Municipalities Law, the research found that genuine public engagement 

with the process was almost entirely absent. As discussed in chapters 5 and 6, there were some 

opportunities for civil society and local governance actors to engage with the process, but the 

participation was heavily constrained – even for the less sensitive Municipalities Law. In general, 

public participation was used to maintain the appearance of inclusiveness and transparency, but 

 
675 See, e.g., Xufeng Zhu, “Strategy of Chinese Policy Entrepreneurs in the Third Sector: Challenges of 
‘Technical Infeasibility’,” Policy Science Vol. 41 (2008): 315-34; Andrew Mertha “‘Fragmented 
Authoritarianism 2.0’: Political Pluralization in the Chinese Policy Process,” The China Quarterly Vol. 
200 (2009): 995-1012; Heejin Han, Brendon Swedlow, and Danny Unger, “Policy Advocacy Coalitions 
as Causes of Policy Change in China? Analyzing Evidence from Contemporary Environmental Politics,” 
Journal of Comparative Policy Analysis: Research and Practice Vol. 16, No. 4 (2014): 313-34; and 
Natalie Wong, “Advocacy Coalitions and Policy Change in China: A Case Study of Anti-incinerator 
Protest in Guangzhou,” Voluntas Vol. 27 (2016): 2037-54. 
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the actual influence of the public was marginal. Indeed, as I was introducing my research on to 

one prominent government official, he asked if “public policy exist[s] in Jordan”.676  

 While this thesis has focused on a single policy area that is comparatively sensitive, many 

of the interviewees discussed policy processes related to other substantive areas. Many 

interviewees noted that there is a larger space for the engagement of civil society and the public 

with social policies (such as women’s right), in particular.677 In these cases, they noted, the de 

facto executive usually remains relatively neutral, only backing an issue when a critical mass of 

public and elite support is obtained. As such, our understanding of the extent to which policy 

making is public in the Jordanian context would benefit greatly from research examining more 

diverse policy areas.  

 Interestingly, some civil society actors noted that while they do not have much direct 

influence on House representatives, they are sometimes able to exert indirect influence through 

capacity-building support. This dynamic is important because, as noted in chapter 7, 

representatives lack the necessary resources within their own offices to conduct effective policy 

analysis – or even stay informed about the wide range of bills on which they need to vote. One 

representative noted that she relied heavily on a short report released by al Hayat that assessed the 

effectiveness of different articles within the Decentralization Law. She provided me with her 

glossed copy of the draft law, pointing to all the places where her comments reflected al Hayat’s 

suggestions. She explained that it was the only real analysis of the draft law that was available to 

her. Future researchers could therefore focus on identifying interactions between civil society 

organizations and policy makers through the former’s provision of training and technical advice.  

 
676 Interview with author, interviewee 97 (government official), Amman, Jordan, September 24, 2020. 
677 Inter alia, interview with author, interviewee 11 (parliamentary representative), Amman, Jordan, 
September 4, 2019; and interview with author, interviewee 72 (member of civil society), Amman, Jordan, 
August 24, 2020. 
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3.3. International Influence on Jordanian Policy Making  

 A former minister noted that policy is dictated by external politics, further explaining that 

policy is “made in the US or elsewhere” and that “Jordan is like an employee of other countries”.678 

However, I found international influence on the local governance laws to be surprisingly absent. 

International dynamics, actors, and funding naturally had an impact on decentralization’s rise on 

to the agenda (and efforts to push it through quickly). And yet, there was very little international 

engagement with the actual drafting processes. I spoke to a wide range of international actors with 

whom I had coordinated during the drafting process in 2014 and 2015, but only a couple of these 

figures were really well informed about the process. In most cases, the international actors had 

focused on the abstract possibilities of decentralization and consequently did not delve deeply into 

the details and implications of the legislation that was actually being pushed through. Despite the 

large gulf between the government’s discourse and its drafts, international support was provided 

for any process using the neoliberal diction of “decentralization” – even if the process was actually 

contributing to centralization. The research therefore highlighted the crucial need for a greater 

range of policy research that international actors (particularly embassies) can draw upon; rapid 

assessments, political economy analyses, and minimal familiarity with tribal dynamics were 

simply insufficient for effective support to Jordan’s local governance reforms.  

 The handful of international actors who were well informed felt that they had exerted little 

or no influence on the law. Their sentiments were similar to those of the engaged civil society 

actors; while these internationals did not have the capacity (or necessarily will) to lobby for policy 

changes on either of the local governance laws, they had a degree of influence on the drafts through 

technical inputs or the ghost writing of articles in the drafts. Future research could look more 

 
678 Interview with author, interviewee 67 (government official), Amman, Jordan, August 20, 2020. 
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closely at the role that development practitioners play through the provision of technical inputs, 

perhaps focusing on less sensitive laws where this impact might be greatest. At the same time, 

practitioners and donors who are active in Jordan may want to explore ways of more effectively 

supporting home-grown technical capacities among civil society, perhaps by supporting the 

establishment and capacitation of a new generation of policy-focused think tanks. Not all of 

Jordan’s negative policy outputs are a result of regime decisions or elite pressure; some stem 

simply from a lack of capacity in the policy-making process.  
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