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ABSTRACT: The monarchy of Liechtenstein is, by modern standards, one of the most 
politically powerful constitutional monarchies in the world. In a 2003 referendum, the people 
voted in favour of a new constitution proposed by the reigning Prince Hans Adam II. The new 
constitution clarified the position and roles of the monarch while also bolstering the direct 
democratic component of the constitution by allowing the people the ability to pass a vote of 
no-confidence in the reigning prince or to abolish the monarchy altogether. Individual 
municipalities also have the possibility to vote for secession. The 2003 changes put 
Liechtenstein on a different constitutional trajectory from most European monarchies, 
garnering international criticism. What makes Liechtenstein remarkable is the fact that it is the 
only state in the world, present or past, whose constitution combines monarchy, representative 
democracy and direct democracy into one political whole. This article seeks to explain the role 
of the monarchy within the Liechtenstein constitution and argues that the Liechtenstein model 
is an alternative to, and not a departure from constitutional monarchy. 
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Introduction 
 

Monarchy, as a political institution, remains an understudied field of enquiry amongst 
academics today. What scholarship there is on Western monarchies has generally focused on 
those states where the sovereign fulfils a mostly ceremonial or representational role even where 
they appear to retain residual constitutional powers de jure (Hazell & Morris, 2020). This has 
tended to reinforce the widespread assumption that constitutional monarchy by definition 
reduces the monarch to a symbolic or ceremonial position and that real political power lies 
elsewhere, typically with democratically-elected politicians. Within Europe, only two 
monarchies depart from this particular model of constitutional monarchy: Monaco and 
Liechtenstein, the latter of which is our focus here. The Principality of Liechtenstein retains a 
strong monarchy that possesses considerably more power, in a real practical sense, than most 
other modern European monarchies. The monarchy's constitutional position was clarified in 
2003 when the people voted strongly in favour of reforms proposed by reigning Prince Hans-
Adam II. These reforms also served to further the direct democratic element of the constitution, 
such as granting the possibility of a ‘no-confidence’ vote in the reigning Prince, or the abolition 
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of the monarchy altogether, as well as allowing individual municipalities to secede from the 
Principality, although the latter is beyond the scope of this article.  

Nestled comfortably in the Alps between Switzerland and Austria, Liechtenstein 
occupies a mere land area of 160km2 and has a resident population of just over 38,000. Its 
language and people are Germanic and it is the last surviving discrete political entity of what 
was the Holy Roman Empire. As a country, it has been remarkably successful in the modern 
era. A century ago it was a poor agrarian nation. Today it has the highest GNI per capita in 
Europe and a strong economy based on manufacturing and finance (Georank, 2023). 
Politically, the Principality routinely scores highly according to metrics intended to measure 
political and civil liberties (Freedom House, 2023). With such a high performance in mind, it 
is somewhat surprising that the country has not been the subject of greater scholarly scrutiny. 
Such facts might suggest that a fresh re-examination of the role of the monarchy in fostering a 
prosperous and free state is needed. There is limited literature in English on Liechtenstein. 
Pierre Raton wrote a general overview in 1970 (Raton, 1970). However, the best and most up-
to-date introductions to the history of the Principality and its present monarch, Prince Hans-
Adam II, have been written by former British ambassador to Switzerland and Liechtenstein, 
David Beattie (2004, 2020). Within the last decade there has been a flurry of academic research 
on the politics of Liechtenstein, mainly within the field of political science ( Łukaszewski, 
2015; Salter, 2014, 2015; Veenendaal, 2014, 2017; Wolf, 2015, 2018, Frommelt, 2023). Within 
the principality itself, the Liechtenstein Institute has produced a considerable amount of 
literature on all aspects of the country’s political system, although most of this is, expectedly, 
in German. Most of the literature covered by the authors of this article was written in English. 
 As Michael Foley stated, all constitutions leave things unsaid (Foley, 1989). This is 
especially the case when it comes to the monarchy. Even when the powers of the monarchy are 
outlined in a written constitution, as is the case with Liechtenstein, we are still confronted with 
the problem faced by Walter Bagehot, who over 150 years ago in his attempt to describe the 
British monarchy, stated that “its mystery is its life. We must not let in daylight upon magic” 
(Bagehot, 1867, p. 86). There is great difficulty in attempting to definitively describe the 
ultimately inscrutable. This is problematic for a monarchy that exercises genuine power in the 
twenty-first century.  

Consequently, to obtain further background the authors conducted interviews with the 
reigning Prince of Liechtenstein, HSH Prince Hans-Adam II together with the Hereditary 
Prince HSH Prince Alois of Liechtenstein. A further interview was conducted with HE David 
Beattie. These interviews facilitated a greater understanding of the political backdrop on which 
the constitution functions, which in any polity is difficult for an outsider to appreciate without 
a total immersion in the polity under discussion. This is especially true when, as with all 
constitutions, the application and interpretation of its provisions evolve over time, with the 
effect that the true operation of the constitution becomes less readily apparent from the text 
itself. Although we have quoted from the interviews in the article, they generally supplemented 
the authors’ understanding of the politics of Liechtenstein and its constitution. Clearly, the 
usual rider and disclaimers apply, in that all conclusions reached are those of the authors and 
no one else. 
 This article is divided into five parts. The first seeks to contextualise the present 
constitutional balance between monarchy, representative democracy and direct democracy by 
sketching a brief historical overview of the constitutional development of the principality. The 
second outlines the constitution after the important reforms of 2003. The third part examines 
the exact roles of the Prince according to the constitution and attempts to assess what this means 
in practice. The fourth part considers the philosophical and ideological basis of the 2003 
reforms in light of the thought of their primary architect, Prince Hans-Adam II, whose own 
political outlook is detailed in his 2009 work The state in the third millennium (Prince Hans-
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Adam II, 2009). Central to Prince Hans-Adam II’s thought is the concept of the mixed 
constitution, which he describes in Aristotelian terms as comprising monarchic, oligarchic and 
democratic elements. The direction of the 2003 reforms suggests that, in the Prince’s view, the 
1921 constitution required rebalancing, something which was achieved by reinforcing the 
powers of the monarchy and direct democracy at the expense of the representative “oligarchy”. 
The fifth part explores the relevance of the Liechtenstein model to a wider understanding of 
modern constitutional monarchy. In this sense, Liechtenstein provides a ‘proof of concept’ on 
how monarchical power can be entwined with representative and direct democracy. While 
taking account of the size of the polity, Liechtenstein provides an example from which other 
monarchies can heed as they seek to adapt to changing times in accordance with their own 
constitutional traditions. 
 
Historical development and background 
 

The 2003 constitutional reforms were the latest step in a long process of evolution 
which has seen the principality transform from an absolute monarchy of a typical continental 
type. The country has always been closely tied to its rulers, from whom it derives its name and 
who can trace their lineage back twenty-five generations to the High Middle Ages, when Hugo 
appears to have built a castle during the early 1130s south of Vienna on light, chalky rock or 
“lichter stein” (Beattie, 2020, p. 1). In fact, there would be no Liechtenstein without the 
Liechtenstein family. Over the course of the rest of the Middle Ages, the family acquired 
significant property in Austria, Bohemia and Moravia and cultivated a relationship with the 
increasingly powerful Habsburg family, an alliance which would prove highly fortuitous in the 
long run. The Liechtenstein family’s rise to prominence can reasonably be charted to Karl von 
Liechtenstein (1569-1627) who was raised to princely status in 1621, the first of a number of 
accolades showered on him in reward for services rendered to Holy Roman Emperor Ferdinand 
II. It was, however, during the beginning of the following century and the reign of Prince Hans-
Adam I (1657-1712) that the modern state of Liechtenstein began to take on recognisable 
shape. In 1699, Hans-Adam outbid the Bishop of Chur to purchase the Lordship of 
Schellenberg and then in 1712 acquired the County of Vaduz. Hans-Adam I died in 1712 but 
the two territories were, by decree of the Holy Roman Emperor Charles VI, united into one 
principality in 1719 under Anton Florian.  
 In 1805, Napoleon defeated the Austrians at the Battle of Austerlitz. The following 
year, Emperor Francis II abdicated and dissolved the Holy Roman Empire. Thereafter 
Liechtenstein joined the newly formed Confederation of the Rhine until that too was dissolved 
in 1813. In 1818 it joined the German Confederation, of which it would remain a member until 
1862. 1818 was also the year in which Prince Johann I (1760-1836) granted the principality its 
first constitution. The monarchy was still absolutist, and while there was a parliament, there 
were only two recognized estates: the clergy and the peasantry. This constitution was replaced 
in 1862 under the reign of Johann II. The 1862 constitution vested sovereignty in the Prince, 
who alone had the power to summon or dissolve parliament, appoint or dismiss officials and 
represent the nation internationally. The Prince had to pledge to rule in accordance with the 
constitution and the laws of the principality. Parliament, on the other hand, had the unlimited 
right to propose legislation and had to approve direct and indirect taxes and levies as well as 
the budget. Suffrage was extended to any male over 24 years old and voting was compulsory. 
For the first time, the constitution granted the rights of personal freedom, freedom of religion, 
habeas corpus, the right of complaint and petition, the right of assembly and freedom from 
arbitrary house search. During this period, Liechtenstein maintained a close association with 
Austria, with whom it shared a currency and weights and measures.  
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 This close relationship continued until the First World War, when Liechtenstein opted 
to remain neutral. As the end of the war brought the collapse of the Austro-Hungarian 
monarchy, Liechtenstein shifted its alignment west towards Switzerland. Switzerland was quite 
happy to take Liechtenstein under its wing, partly out of a benevolent attitude towards its 
smaller neighbour but also for the very practical reason that, amid the turmoil of the postwar 
era, it did not want Liechtenstein to be adrift following the breakdown of Austria. Ever since, 
it has maintained a customs union with Switzerland and used the Swiss Franc and, as late as 
the 1990s, Switzerland represented Liechtenstein diplomatically, although Liechtenstein has 
been a member of the United Nations since 1990.1 As the young Prince Hans-Adam II 
explained during a speech in 1970, Liechtenstein used to be “carried on the broad back of 
Austria-Hungary before sliding into the comfortable rucksack of Switzerland” (Beattie, 2020, 
p. 152). 
 The incorporation of direct democracy into Liechtenstein's politics occurred with the 
adoption of the new constitution in 1921. The main impulse then was the growing popular 
desire for greater political participation. Under the 1862 constitution, the Prince retained 
exclusive rights to select government officials as well as three out of a total of fifteen 
parliamentarians. Moreover, the Prince remained in Vienna while the head of government itself 
was an Austrian official, a source of discontent for many. The politician Wilhelm Beck (1885-
1936) played an instrumental role in rallying a movement for democratic reform under the 
banner of “Liechtenstein for Liechtensteiners”. These ambitions were satisfied when Prince 
Johann II (1840-1929) granted a new constitution which incorporated a much greater 
democratic role for the population in the formation and passage of legislation. The year 1921 
thus marks not only the transformation of Liechtenstein into its modern political form but also 
a significant staging post to greater national sovereignty and ultimately, international 
recognition. This latter ambition – to be regarded wholly as an independent sovereign state, 
rather than an anachronistic adjunct to either Austria or Switzerland —remained an important 
goal for the Princely House throughout the twentieth century, especially as it had not been 
recognised by the League of Nations. 
 During the Second World War, Liechtenstein, like Switzerland, remained neutral. Its 
geographical position meant it was isolated, and faced a precarious future. A clumsy attempt 
at a pro-Nazi coup was thwarted in March 1939. Adolf Hitler’s dislike of the independent 
principality is well-known, but Prince Franz Josef’s visit to Berlin during the same month gave 
at least an outward sign of acceptance of Liechtenstein’s independence. Following the Second 
World War, the principality experienced tremendous growth in economic prosperity, which 
underpinned the development of the modern state. Despite relative stability over the following 
decades, it was the efforts to achieve greater international recognition which led to a prolonged 
constitutional crisis during the 1990s. Following Prince Hans-Adam II’s accession in 1989, the 
reigning Prince made it clear that membership in the raft of international organisations was the 
only way to ensure global recognition and thus protect the economic gains of the previous half 
century. 
 The source of the tension was a rift between the prince and the government over the 
timing of a referendum on joining the European Economic Area (EEA). After a long-running 
dispute the vote was eventually held in 1992. For his part, Prince Hans-Adam II had wanted 
Liechtenstein’s decision to be made independently of Switzerland’s own vote on joining while 
parliament wanted to wait for the outcome of their neighbour’s vote (for a detailed chronicle 
of the crisis, see Beattie, 2020, pp. 164-170). At a deeper, constitutional level, the dispute 

 
1

  Switzerland continues to represent Liechtenstein in those states where Liechtenstein does not have its own 
embassy. But, given Liechtenstein’s accession to international organisations such as the UN, this representation 
is mostly confined to consular matters. 
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revolved around the relative roles of the Prince and the parliament, serving as a flashpoint that 
brought latent tensions to the fore. How should the Prince’s constitutional prerogatives be 
exercised in the late twentieth century?  
 Although the initial crisis was resolved, the following decade saw a prolonged and 
increasingly polarised debate on the underlying constitutional question. To complicate matters 
further, the lines of disagreement did not fall neatly along political lines, and both major parties 
– the Progressive Citizens’ Party or FBP (Fortschrittliche Bürgerpartei in Liechtenstein) and 
the Patriotic Union or VU (Vaterländische Union) – contained a variety of opinions and 
factions (Beattie, 2020, pp. 173-174). The position of the monarchy was laid out by Prince 
Hans-Adam II in his 1993 Speech from the Throne. He directly linked Liechtenstein’s survival 
after 1938 with the involvement of the Prince and pointed out that Liechtenstein’s increased 
role in international affairs had only been made possible because of his political role. Beyond 
this, the idea of a purely representational monarch in such a small country made little sense. 
He argued for the important role of the government and parliament but insisted that power 
ultimately rested with the two sovereigns: the Prince and the People (Beattie, 2020, pp. 175-
177). Seven years later, the Prince and heir apparent approached the people directly by sending 
the proposals for a new constitution to every household and inviting all those who wished to 
discuss the issues face to face to come to their castle in Vaduz to do so. Over time, a popular 
vote became inevitable and the two referendum votes were finally held on 14th and 16th March 
2003. As already stated, the outcome was decisive. With a high turnout (87.7%), 64.3% voted 
for the princely initiative, while 16.5% voted for the Constitutional Peace initiative which 
sought to limit the Prince’s powers in certain respects (by introducing the possibility that a 
royal veto could have been overridden by a popular referendum commissioned by parliament 
and not giving the decisive vote to the reigning prince in the selection of judges). 20.2% 
preferred the constitution to remain unchanged. The popular acceptance of the princely 
proposals was a clear success for Prince Hans-Adam II. Considering this major goal of his 
reign to be achieved, he withdrew from the forefront of politics and, on National Day 2004, 
appointed his son and heir, Prince Alois, to exercise his constitutional functions on his behalf. 
 
The Liechtenstein constitution after the 2003 reforms 
 

What makes Liechtenstein sui generis is that it is the only state in the world, present or 
past to combine monarchy, representative democracy and direct democracy into one political 
whole. All three of these elements were enhanced in 2003, when a series of constitutional 
amendments, proposed by Prince Hans-Adam II were approved by a referendum. On a turnout 
of 87.7%, 64% of voters favoured of the Prince’s proposal which sought to provide ‘a synthesis 
of monarchy with democratic legitimacy’ (The Princely House, undated). By contrast, the 
second option, the ‘Constitution Peace Initiative’, which sought to restrain the powers of the 
Prince, was rejected by 83% of voters. 
 The 2003 constitution built on the 1921 constitution, in which the principle of 
monarchical-democratic partnership was already enshrined and which already afforded the 
reigning Prince an important political role.  The 2003 amendments clarified a number of 
constitutional points. The Prince can effectively dismiss the government, if it has lost his 
confidence, even if it has not lost the confidence of parliament (Constitution of Liechtenstein, 
Art. 80 (1). The Prince can, with the agreement of parliament, also dismiss any individual 
member of government in which he no longer has confidence (Art. 80 (2)) and veto any bill by 
not giving his assent for six months (Art. 9, Art. 65). [Note: the Prince can only be male.] 
 Under the 1921 constitution, the reigning Prince could refuse sanction to a law for an 
unlimited period of time. The six-month limit was originally requested by Parliament to prevent 
a reigning Prince from postponing a sanction indefinitely, something which would have 
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prevented a new alternative bill on the same subject from being proposed and which had been 
a concern of the Parliamentary Commission. Furthermore, he can reject any proposed 
constitutional amendments except the abolition of the monarchy itself (Art. 113). Previously, 
the Prince had the power to reject any constitutional amendment, which would have included 
any hypothetical proposal to abolish the monarchy (this will be discussed in more detail in Part 
Two). He has the power to amend the Law of the Princely House, which governs the workings 
of the monarchy (Art. 7), as well as adopt emergency regulations (Art. 10).  
 In addition to this, the power to appoint judges effectively returns to the Prince, who 
must consult a joint commission with representatives of parliament (Art. 11, Art. 96). Before 
2003, the judges of the Administrative Tribunal and the full-time judges of the Ordinary Courts 
were all appointed by the reigning Prince on the proposal of Parliament. The Prince could reject 
such nominations, which did occur from time to time. Those judges on the State Court, 
however, were only elected by Parliament. With the 2003 changes, a new procedure was 
introduced for all judges, involving a Selection Committee chaired by the reigning Prince and 
composed of the representatives of the government and all parties within Parliament as well as 
a number of other members appointed by the reigning Prince who correspond to the number of 
representatives of electoral groups in Parliament. This committee proposes a prospective judge 
to Parliament for election. Parliament can reject this proposal and, in the event that the 
Selection Committee and Parliament are unable to agree on another candidate, the decision 
goes to the people. The reigning Prince cannot then reject the candidate chosen by Parliament 
of the people. 
 The referendum result provoked criticism in the international media, with the BBC 
stating that “the people of Liechtenstein had voted to make their prince an absolute monarch 
again” (BBC News, 2003). The Venice Commission, or European Commission for Democracy 
through Law, an advisory body to the Council of Europe, opposed to the reforms, concluding 
that they were a “backwards” step, contrary to the prevailing tendencies of modern democracy 
(Venice Commission, 2002). While such critiques might have been expected, the overall tenor 
was highly misleading. In reality, the new constitution also strengthened the direct democratic 
component of the constitution by making it possible to vote for a motion of no-confidence in a 
reigning prince or even to remove the monarchy altogether, whilst allowing individual 
municipalities to secede from the principality. These changes were intended to underline a 
dualistic conception of sovereignty, rooted in both the Prince and the people. In 2012, an 
attempt to limit the Prince’s veto power was rejected by 76% of the votes in a further 
referendum. Clearly, in Liechtenstein, the monarchy’s extensive power enjoys wide popular 
support. 
 
The monarchy in the constitution: In theory and in practice 
 

According to its constitution, Liechtenstein is a “constitutional, hereditary monarchy on 
a democratic and parliamentary basis” (Art. 2). The reigning Prince is the head of state and 
represents Liechtenstein in all relations with foreign countries (Art. 7.1, 8.1). All laws require 
his approval to take effect and he has the right to convene or dissolve parliament (Art. 9, 48.1). 
In cases of emergency, he has the right to make decrees to implement measures necessary “for 
the security and welfare of the state” (Art. 10).’ He appoints all judges selected by the 
parliament or people (Art. 11). There is also a specific constitutional provision whereby the 
reigning Prince may entrust the heir apparent with the exercise of Princely powers in 
preparation for the succession (Art. 13bis). Thus, the present reigning Prince Hans-Adam II 
stood aside in 2004 to allow Hereditary Prince Alois to assume his role, as he himself had done 
in 1984 when his father, Prince Franz Josef II, was reigning Prince. 
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 As a mixed constitution, the Prince works in conjunction with both representative 
democratic bodies and direct democratic tools. Parliament is unicameral and consists of 25 
representatives elected by the people by universal, equal, direct suffrage. Executive authority 
is vested in a collegiate government consisting of a prime minister and four government 
councillors. The head of government and other ministers are appointed by the Prince upon the 
proposal of parliament. Collectively, the government is accountable to both parliament and the 
Prince, and if either loses confidence in the government, it is relieved of the power to exercise 
its functions, while an interim government is appointed, until the new government is appointed 
by the Prince on the proposal of the parliament (Art. 80.1). Individually, if a minister has lost 
the confidence of the Prince or parliament, then they will decide whether the minister continues 
in office (Art. 80.2). The political scene has traditionally been dominated by two main parties, 
the national conservative Progressive Citizens Party (FBP) and the liberal-conservative 
Patriotic Union (VU). In recent years smaller parties have emerged such as the left-wing Free 
List and the right-wing populist Independents. Typically, support for the two major parties has 
stemmed from family connections and nearly all governments since 1945 have been coalitions 
from the FBP and VU (the exceptions being the VU government of 1997-2001 and the FBP 
government of 2001-2005). 
 What distinguishes Liechtenstein from most other states is the practice of direct 
democracy, exercised through the referendum and popular initiative. Both tools were enshrined 
in the 1921 constitution, although their use has widened since the constitutional reforms of 
2003. The right of initiative allows for the popular introduction of legislation and requires 1,000 
signatures, or 1,500 if the constitution itself is concerned (Art. 62.2, 4). The popular initiative 
can be introduced either by the people or by municipalities and can be launched in one of two 
ways: either as a “formulated initiative” proposing a new law or amendments to existing laws 
or the constitution; or as a “non-formulated initiative” which is a non-binding suggestion to 
parliament for a change to a law (Marxer, 2007, p. 3). Where the initiative exists to introduce 
a particular change, the referendum serves as a means to stop a legal change brought about by 
parliament and can also be brought about by the people or by municipalities (requiring the 
same number of signatures as the popular initiative).  
 As already stated, the 2003 reforms introduced two novel direct democratic tools which 
serve as a counterweight to the power of the monarchy: the motion of “no confidence” in the 
Prince and the possibility of voting to abolish the monarchy itself. For a vote of “no 
confidence”, Article 13 requires that 1,500 citizens submit a “reasoned motion” which would 
be followed by parliament issuing a recommendation at its next meeting and ordering a popular 
vote. If the motion is adopted, the decision is communicated to the Prince for their 
consideration, who then has six months to announce a decision. However, such a motion of no 
confidence is not binding and the reigning prince is not obligated to follow any particular 
course of action. Such a tool therefore would seem to be more a method of indicating and 
communicating popular opinion on a reigning prince than anything of concrete legal effect. A 
limitation on the Prince’s decision is that, under the House Act of the Princely House of 
Liechtenstein, which is recognised by the constitution, the Family Council, made up of five 
members of the Princely House, can dismiss the Prince if his conduct, “damages the reputation, 
honour or welfare of the Princely House of the Principality of Liechtenstein” (House Act of 
the Princely House of Liechtenstein, Art. 14). 
 A vote to abolish the monarchy, however, would be substantially different. This would 
take the form of a popular initiative and require 1,500 signatures. If the initiative were taken 
up by the people, parliament would have to draw up a new republican constitution between one 
and two years after. The reigning Prince would have the ability to present a new constitution 
during the same vote (Liechtenstein Constitution, Art. 113.1). If only one draft were to be 
presented. a simple absolute majority vote would be required for its adoption. If two drafts 
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were presented, each voter would have a choice between the existing constitution and the two 
proposed constitutions. The vote would take place over two rounds, with each voter having a 
vote in both rounds.. The first vote pertains to whether or not there should be a change, the 
second being what such a change should be. The second vote would be adopted according to 
an absolute majority (Art. 113.2). Unlike a vote of no confidence, in the case of the abolition 
of the monarchy, the reigning prince has no veto power and the popular vote would be binding. 
 In reality, it is at present difficult to imagine such a development occurring. The 
monarchy is too popular and it has been quipped that, in the hypothetical situation that 
Liechtenstein would become a republic, representatives from the Princely House could 
successfully stand for presidential election for multiple terms (Interview with HE David 
Beattie, 2022). The allowance for the possibility of legally abolishing the monarchy is, 
however, a remarkably radical measure and underscores the complex nature of the 2003 
constitutional reforms. The reality is far more nuanced than the simplistic accounts of increased 
princely power that proliferate in the media would suggest. Indeed, it is a very strange absolute 
monarchy which provides for its own abolition! Prince Hans-Adam II noted that the 2003 
reforms received opposition from radicals and conservatives alike: the former on the grounds 
that it afforded far too much power into the hands of the monarchy and the latter on the grounds 
that it accepted the notional possibility of a Prince-less Liechtenstein (Interview with HSH 
Prince Hans-Adam II and HSH Prince Alois, 2022).  
 One important feature of the relationship between the monarchy and the people, which 
goes beyond the mere text of the constitution, is the notion of princely influence. That is, the 
extent that the personal views of the reigning Prince (or since 2004, Hereditary Prince Alois) 
go into influencing popular votes. There are a number of examples of this. Prior to the 2003 
vote, Prince Hans-Adam II famously stated that if the proposed constitution were rejected, he 
would leave Vaduz Castle and go and live in exile in Austria, where the Princely House owns 
two palaces. In 2011, before the referendum on abortion, Prince Alois stated that he would “in 
no way” permit such a resolution to become law, thus terminating any possibility before a vote 
had even taken place. Then, before the 2012 referendum on the princely veto, Prince Alois 
expressed his serious concerns about the proposal.  

To critics, such instances demonstrate that princely influence is sufficient to kill off 
certain measures before they are even voted upon, the implication being that the political 
influence of the monarchy outweighs any democratic instruments that exist on paper. It is 
extremely difficult to gauge how far such princely statements go in affecting popular votes. 
Defenders of the system might argue that it is an impossible task to try and parse the 
monarchical and popular elements of the constitution since they exist, in Prince Hans-Adam 
II’s phrase, in a “harmonic symbiosis” (Prince Hans-Adam II, 2009, p. 19). It is worth 
remembering that, as the owners of LGT Bank, a leading employer in Liechtenstein, the 
Princely House is one of the largest taxpayers in the Principality. Prince Hans-Adam II had 
been concerned that there was a contingent within national politics that was intent on making 
the monarchy financially dependent on the government which would have effectively rendered 
it politically powerless. By being both financially independent and a net contributor to the 
national economy, the monarchy retains its political position and its own sense of legitimation 
as a genuine, independent actor in the political process (Interview with HSH Prince Hans-
Adam II and HSH Prince Alois, 2022). 
 It is important to note that while the princely veto represents a powerfully imposing 
feature of the political system, in practice, its use is rare. In fact, the only time a reigning Prince 
has overruled the result of a popular referendum occurred back in 1961 when Prince Hans-
Adam II’s father Franz Josef vetoed a hunting law which the people had approved (Marxer, 
2020). With this in mind, it is perhaps more appropriate to consider the princely veto as a 
measure of last resort rather than a frequent feature of the Principality’s politics. According to 
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Prince Hans-Adam II, the veto is a safeguard against dangerous legislation emanating from 
either the parliament or those popular votes that are “too populist at the cost of the general good 
or that would negatively impact on minorities” (Prince Hans-Adam II, 2009, p. 71). However, 
the Prince also states that such interventions are only exercised if absolutely called for so as 
not to undermine the authority or legitimacy of the monarchy (Prince Hans-Adam II, 2009, p. 
71). During the authors’ interview with Prince Hans-Adam II and Prince Alois, both Princes 
agreed that the monarch’s role within the constitution could be likened to that of a chairman of 
a company board, where the prime minister could be considered the CEO (Interview with HSH 
Prince Hans-Adam II and HSH Prince Alois, 2022).  This metaphor fits well with the overall 
philosophy of Prince Hans-Adam II, who in The state in the third millennium, expressly calls 
for the state of the future to be transformed into a “peaceful service company” serving the 
people (Prince Hans-Adam II, 2009, p. 81). 
 It is, therefore, fitting to describe the Princely House’s view of the Prince’s role as that 
of the benevolent guardian of the constitution. As shall be described in the following section, 
the principal reason behind Prince Hans-Adam II’s reforms of 2003 was to maintain the balance 
of the constitution and uphold its central dualistic principle. The Prince can be said to be acting 
as a guardian of the constitution by vetoing potentially damaging legislation, whether it 
emanates from either the government or from the people via wildly populistic initiatives. 
However, with this in mind, it would be a mistake to view this as being a kind of natural arbiter 
or referee, a role sometimes attributed to constitutional monarchs in other countries. The Prince 
does not only sit atop a political structure refereeing a match between political adversaries or 
between parliament and people. The Prince is an intrinsic component of the political system 
and plays an active, assertive role within the political life and direction of the country. This has 
been especially noticeable in the case of Prince Hans-Adam II, who has always expressed his 
views publicly and forthrightly, even when his political vision has been considered 
controversial. It has also been true in the case of Hereditary Prince Alois, as the examples of 
2011 and 2012 demonstrate. 
 While 2003, 2011 and 2012 were all high-profile cases of princely intervention, it 
would be inaccurate to conclude from this that such cases are in any way normal or frequent. 
Sebastian Wolf has noted that, in the legislative period 2009-2012, while parliament voted on 
239 legal acts, Hereditary Prince Alois threatened the veto on only two occasions. In the end, 
no veto was used since the initiatives in question were rejected by popular vote anyway (Wolf, 
2015). In Wolf’s view, despite the 2003 constitutional reforms, the Liechtenstein system of 
government has “shifted to a sui generis mixed regime which particularly combines a small 
state parliamentary system with an influential monarch”, albeit one in which the executive 
remains dominant (Wolf, 2015, p. 354). 
 
 
Monarchy, oligarchy and democracy  
 

As already noted, the chief aim of the 2003 reforms was to rebalance the constitution, 
underlining the central position of dualism between prince and people. In order to better 
understand the reasoning behind this, it is necessary to examine the changes in light of the 
guiding philosophy of the drafter himself, Prince Hans-Adam II. Unusually for a crowned head 
of state, Prince Hans-Adam II has articulated his political outlook at length in his 2009 book, 
which he describes as “a cookbook of political recipes, gathered over centuries by my ancestors 
and over decades by myself” (Prince Hans-Adam II, 2009, p. 1). Further context and 
explanation, both of his philosophy and the 2003 constitution, was provided to the authors of 
this article by the Prince, together with Hereditary Prince Alois, in January 2022.  
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 From his youth in the 1960s, Prince Hans-Adam II’s thought has run counter to much 
of the prevailing intellectual currents of the day. Back then, many in politics and business alike 
were enamoured with the idea that “bigger is better”; yet the young Prince became convinced 
that small states could in fact be very successful through wise statesmanship and competitive 
economic policies (Prince Hans-Adam II, 2009, p. 6). Much of the Prince’s overall political 
framework might be described as classical liberal, and it is no accident that both he and 
Liechtenstein have received ample praise from libertarian scholars and commentators (Young, 
2010; Martinez, 2018). Underpinning both the Prince’s thought and the rationale behind the 
2003 reforms is the idea of the mixed constitution, which he describes in classically 
Aristotelian terms as comprising monarchic, oligarchic and democratic elements (strictly 
speaking, Aristotle presented three political forms—monarchy, aristocracy and polity—with 
tyranny, oligarchy and democracy as their degenerated forms). Only those mixed constitutions 
which combine these three elements “into a harmonic symbiosis” can be relatively stable 
(Prince Hans-Adam II, 2009, p. 19).  
 One of the recurring themes of The state in the third millennium is the question of 
legitimacy. In the past, monarchies relied on religious or dynastic legitimation. Now they must 
seek democratic legitimation. Thus, the changes to the constitution in 2003 had to be made 
through recourse to the popular vote. Yet, provided this democratic legitimation exists, he 
maintains that monarchy, generally (and not just in Liechtenstein), must continue to play an 
active role. In other monarchies, the loss of real power has been accompanied by an increasing 
media focus on the private lives of the monarchs and their families as a “spectacle of 
entertainment…sitting in a cage that everybody can look into” (Prince Hans-Adam II, 2009, 
pp. 56-57). Such a state of affairs seems unsustainable. The Prince asks: 
 

Perhaps it would make more sense to keep those monarchies, to respect their privacy, 
and to give them a political function together with democratic legitimation, as in the 
Principality of Liechtenstein?  
 
He had made precisely this point in his speech from the throne in 1996 when  he warned 

that “reigning houses are increasingly becoming the playthings of the mass media” and 
considered Liechtenstein’s small size and relatively low-key media policy to have saved the 
royal family from the same predicament as those in other countries (Beattie, 2020, p. 208).  
 It is clear that, in the eyes of the Princely House, the interpretation of the 1921 
constitution had shifted over time to a point where the monarchy’s role was becoming more 
like other countries where the monarch retained fewer political powers. Although Prince Franz 
Josef (1906-1989) was, during his reign, much less controversial than his son Prince Hans-
Adam II and had always stressed continuity, he too came to see that the constitution was being 
increasingly interpreted in rather different ways than its drafters had intended. According to 
the then President of Parliament, Karlheinz Ritter, speaking after the Prince’s death in 1989, 
Franz Josef cited the foreign training of Liechtenstein’s lawyers as well as “the activity of 
foreign experts” as responsible for an increasingly republican interpretation of democracy that 
ignored the unique basis of Liechtenstein’s political life and was consequently eroding the 
monarchical element within the constitution (Beattie, 2020, pp. 171-172). It thus fell to Prince 
Hans-Adam II to attempt to address the situation. Clearly, according to the view of the Princely 
House, the shift in interpretation of the constitution threatened to unbalance the constitution. 
Part of the problem was that the wording of the 1921 constitution was somewhat unclear 
(Interview with HSH Prince Hans-Adam II and HSH Prince Alois, 2022). Therefore, any 
revisions or reforms to be made had to bolster the monarchical element in order to maintain 
the underpinning principle of dual sovereignty. Prince Hans-Adam II would not, therefore, 
countenance any drift in the direction of Europe’s other constitutional monarchies where the 
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Prince would be de facto rendered little more than “a hand-shaking puppet for the Government” 
(Beattie, 2020, p. 210). 
 By strengthening both the monarchical and direct democratic elements of the 
constitution, the 2003 reforms, which brought these long-running tensions over the 
interpretation of the constitution to a close, underlined Prince Hans-Adam II’s vision of the 
constitution as “a partnership between the people and the Princely House” (Prince Hans-Adam 
II, 2009, p. 75). Given the tripartite composition of Liechtenstein politics—between monarchy, 
oligarchy and democracy—this concept of a ‘people-Prince’ partnership and the 2003 reforms 
that embodied it, could be interpreted as a weakening of the oligarchic, or elected political 
class. In The state in the third millennium, Prince Hans-Adam II considered a weakening of the 
oligarchy as an important element of future political reform in any state. He argued that since 
oligarchy tends to be the strongest of the three elements (of monarchy, oligarchy and 
democracy), it “sooner or later creates problems” and that it is “inclined to extend its own 
power at the expense of the monarchy and democracy” then the state should strengthen the 
other two elements, monarchy and democracy (Prince Hans-Adam II, 2009, p. 83). It should 
be noted that the Prince applies this concept to republics too, in which case the elected president 
represents the monarchical element of the constitution. However, he does go on to mention that 
elected presidents in republics do often tend to be somewhat dependent upon the oligarchy for 
election and re-election, so extending the direct democratic element is essential to transforming 
the state into “a service company that will serve the people.” 
 It was amongst the oligarchic part of Liechtenstein’s political structure that there was 
the most opposition to constitutional changes. Prior to the 2003 referendum, only 13 out of 25 
parliamentarians supported the amendments, a proportion which fell short of the necessary 
three-quarters required for it to pass unimpeded. In Prince Hans-Adam II’s view, there had for 
some time been a political movement endeavouring to limit the monarch to a representational 
role or “yes man” (Prince Hans-Adam II, 2009, p. 71). Obviously, in the eyes of the Princely 
House, this would have worked against the very raison d’être of the monarchy’s existence as 
a political institution and unbalanced the constitution. He had repeatedly made clear the 
position of the Princely House that it would happily provide the head of state as long as it was 
desired by the majority of the people but that such a position required it to retain real powers, 
and not “take orders from the people or the people’s representatives” (Beattie, 2020, p. 210). 
In the same speech, he reiterated certain conditions for the continuing position of the monarchy, 
including the necessity that the Princely House’s autonomy and House Law be respected and 
that the Prince’s formal responsibility as outlined in the constitution “be kept in accordance 
with his actual competences” (Beattie, 2020, p. 210). 
 In the nearly two decades since the 2003 reforms, the position of the monarchy and its 
relationship to the other parts of the constitution seems to have largely solidified. The result of 
the 2011 referendum on the powers of the Prince indicates the favourable position that the 
monarchy holds in the eyes of the people. The dualistic principle continues to be the major 
reference point in public statements by the monarchy, as was clearly evident in 2021, the 
anniversary year of the constitution which enshrined the principle for the first time. In his 
National Day address in August 2021, Hereditary Prince Alois praised the unique nature of the 
Liechtenstein constitution and directly linked it to the economic success of the country over 
the last century. The balance between strong monarchy, parliamentary democracy and direct 
democracy was “a stroke of good luck” that ensures a “broad political consensus” (Prince 
Alois, 2021a). Furthermore, in his speech on the centenary of the 1921 constitution, he noted 
that the strength of the constitutional balance was the predictability of national politics which 
enabled the long-term stability of the country (Prince Alois, 2021b). Once again, he drew 
special attention to the dualistic principle as well as the 2003 reforms while noting that (because 
of the clause permitting the abolition of the monarchy) the last word of sovereignty had “shifted 
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entirely” to the people. This reiterates Hans-Adam II’s view of the constitution as “a 
partnership between the people and the Princely House” (Prince Hans-Adam II, 2009, p. 75). 
 This partnership also speaks to another important aspect of the monarchy’s role, that of 
‘head of nation’. As with many other monarchies, the role of the institution in shaping both the 
inward and outward aspects of national identity cannot be overstated. In Liechtenstein’s case, 
where the nation’s entire existence is tied to the Princely House (and from whence it derives 
its name), this is clear. Especially in a visual age, a monarchy’s visibility within society goes a 
long way in establishing a bond with a people and thus solidifying its sense of popular 
legitimation. In Liechtenstein, members of the royal family are highly active in all aspects of 
society, from their roles in private business to the everyday sense of visibility that they enjoy. 
Because the principality is such a small country, both in terms of geographical size and 
population, there is  closer proximity between the people and all aspects of government, 
including the monarchy (Veenendaal, 2014). It is naturally easier for such a society to be more 
close-knit, allowing for a politically active monarchy to command a high level of trust from 
the people. That the Princes are frequently seen by – and seem to enjoy a positive relationship 
with – the populace at large, accounts in part for the high degree of popularity they enjoy in 
the public mind as well as the considerable level of trust in the institution of the monarchy, as 
well as the other public institutions in the principality.  For example, it is common to hear of 
ordinary Liechtensteiners coming into close contact with members of the royal family. 
Furthermore, each year on National Day, August 15, citizens are invited to the grounds of 
Vaduz Castle for the annual garden party. 
 
The wider importance of the Liechtenstein model 
 

Because of the small size of the country and the direct democratic elements of the 
constitution, Liechtenstein citizens are closer to the government than their counterparts in most 
other countries, often with ‘zero degrees of separation’. The strong support for the 2003 
proposals and the formidable opposition to the 2011 initiative to limit the powers of the 
monarchy indicate a remarkably stable and high level of support for and trust in the institution 
of monarchy within the principality. In fact, there is good recent evidence of strong levels of 
public trust in all elements of government as well as many institutions in society more widely. 
One 2019 survey indicated high levels of confidence in the reigning Prince (89%), the 
government (75%) and parliament (74%) as well as the justice system (85%). Moreover, the 
same survey revealed three quarters of citizens had an active interest in national politics 
(Wohlgemuth, 2019). These figures appear to translate into political participation. For 
example, at the 2021 national elections, 78% of the electorate turned out to vote (Information 
und kommunikation der regierung, 2021). Such levels of political confidence and participation 
are certainly unheard of in many larger states, either monarchy or republic (Australia is an 
exception because voting is mandatory). There are various reasons for this. Certainly, there is 
some overlap with the experiences of other small states such as Malta (Hirczy, 1995), for 
example, the concentration of (elected) political power in a single institution—parliament. 
However, there are also significant differences and in Liechtenstein there are additional 
components at play. Marxer has argued that the combination of direct democratic instruments 
and the role of the monarchy makes for a system in which consensus is key, which facilitates 
broad public interest in politics (Marxer, 2007).  

 Prince Alois’ praise for the constitution as allowing swift and decisive political action 
because of the wider sense of political unity and consensus, seems to be reflective of general 
feeling in the country. Of interest too is the stability that derives from predictability and the 
“long-term orientation” of national politics (Prince Alois, 2021a). Again, these comments are 
borne out by data from the World Bank, where in 2020, Liechtenstein scored highest on its 
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political stability index (The Global Economy, 2023). The connection between a long-term 
outlook and greater stability and continuity is important and should be of interest to scholars 
of politics more widely. Indeed, a long-term approach is important not just for maintaining 
political stability but also in terms of societal wellbeing more generally as it provides the 
conditions necessary for private business to thrive and consequently, economic prosperity from 
which public services can be funded. By its very nature, hereditary monarchy can provide a 
sense of political stability. In large part, this derives from the simple fact that with the 
preeminent position within the constitution already occupied, there is less chance of the wild 
political adventurism or potential demagoguery that in the modern era has tended towards 
totalitarianism. For example, in a number of important cases, the removal of a monarch has 
resulted in severe unrest and political turmoil. Among these we could list France following the 
French Revolution, Russia after 1917, Germany and Austria in the 1920s and 1930s, Italy 
following 1946, Vietnam after 1955, Cambodia after 1970, Greece after 1973, Ethiopia in the 
1970s and Iran after 1979. Monarchy also avoids the risk of severe political rift that can occur 
in a republican system where the president is either democratically elected or selected by some 
other means. In the modern age, there has been an interesting body of literature that considers 
monarchy much more conducive to liberty, most notably by the twentieth century Austrian 
political writer Erik von Kuehnelt-Leddihn (1943, 1952). 
 The ‘long-term’ strength of the monarchy as a political institution essentially relates to 
the question of time preference, that is, the relative valuation placed upon the achievement of 
a certain goal or acquisition at an earlier or later date, or more simply, whether one values 
present or future benefits. One of the major reasons why a strong monarchy is particularly 
suited to long-term approaches to governance is that they tend to be characterised by a low, 
rather than high, time preference. This theory has been explained in detail by the philosopher 
and economist Hans-Hermann Hoppe, where he marks the difference between monarchy and 
democracy as essentially being the difference between privately-owned versus publicly-owned 
government, respectively (Hoppe, 2001). In the former case, because the state is essentially the 
property of the monarch, governing decisions are made in the long-term interests of the state 
because the ruler obviously does not want to diminish the economic value of his property and 
intends to pass it on to his successor in a stronger position than he found it. Conversely, a 
publicly owned government tends to cater to the immediate desires of the owners, i.e. the 
people, and goals are invariably measured according to brief election cycles, rather than 
decades or centuries. Hoppe offers this as a major explanatory reason why the historical 
transition from monarchy to democracy has been characterised by a sharp increase in taxation 
and spending as well as a major growth in legislation and the power of the state.  
 It is important to note that Prince Hans-Adam II has explicitly utilised the concept in 
detailing the strength of monarchy and direct democracy. As he wrote in The state in the third 
millennium, in order to win an election, politicians must satisfy loyal voters as well as win over 
floating voters. In order to achieve this, they have to make promises which cannot realistically 
be kept. The concomitant increase in public spending can only be made up by either increasing 
taxation or printing more money, the effects of which will only truly be felt once the politicians 
who made such decisions are no longer in office. This system, the Prince writes, “more or less 
forces politicians to pursue special interests and not the common interest”. Furthermore, in an 
indirect democracy, it is very difficult for a politician to follow a long-term policy, or the 
common interest, since their fate and that of their party is decided at the next election (Prince 
Hans-Adam II, 2009, p. 83). 
 The application of Hoppe’s theory of time preference to Liechtenstein has been made 
by Andrew Young (2010). This theory is complicated by the fact that since 1921 Liechtenstein 
has operated on a dualistic conception of sovereignty and is thus a sort of novel private-public 
hybrid. In Young’s view, the shift from private to public government in the principality is rather 
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more “in form” than “in substance” (Young, 2010, pp. 284-285). For all intents and purposes, 
Liechtenstein retains an older ‘libertarian’ approach to governance for two reasons: its 
historical isolation from the ‘republicanising’ effects of the French Revolution as well as the 
geographic smallness of the state has precluded radical interventionist economic measures. It 
is hard to disagree with this particular assessment of the situation. But it is also difficult to say 
that Liechtenstein has even definitely moved from a private to public form of government in 
form, when both the private and public components of the constitution effectively operate as 
counterweights. 
 As a sort of private-public form of government, Liechtenstein is a bit of an anomaly. It 
was precisely the anomalous nature of Liechtenstein’s monarchy which drew much of the 
substance of criticism from the Venice Commission during the latter stages of the constitutional 
controversy. In his comments on Opinion 227/2002, Pieter van Dijk stated that while 
international law does not prescribe any particular form of government, in Europe “democracy 
is the only form of government accepted” (van Dijk, 2002, p. 4). Although it admitted that 
there is no internationally recognised definition of democracy, it stressed representation, 
pluralism, a constitutionally-guaranteed separation of powers and the Rule of Law as key 
elements. On this basis, the idea that “primacy of power” rests with a democratically-elected 
representational body is naturally at tension with the principle of monarchy which is “by 
definition questionable” (van Dijk, 2002, p. 5). In the eyes of the Venice Commission therefore, 
the only way a monarchy can be compatible with the European level of democracy is if the 
institution serves a merely symbolic or ceremonial role, something which does not apply to 
Liechtenstein (van Dijk, 2002, pp. 5-6). As admitted, these judgments rely not on adherence to 
a clear binding international definition of democracy but are rather related to a particular 
prevailing interpretation of the ‘direction’ of History. For this reason, the reforms in 
Liechtenstein were considered “a step backwards” (van Dijk, 2002, p. 6).  
 The Venice Commission’s statements are certainly representative of the prevailing 
view of monarchy’s position within modern politics. As the Commission states, in most of 
Europe’s monarchies, “the power of the monarch is regulated in a way which avoids a conflict 
with the democratic principle” while the body admits that the tendency since the establishment 
of the Council of Europe has been to reduce their powers even further (Venice Commission, 
2002, p. 4). Such a situation forces us to confront a paradox. Can a people democratically vote 
to weaken their representative democracy? Clearly, critics of the Liechtenstein model believe 
so. It might be more pertinent for scholars and commentators to broaden their scope rather than 
adhering too closely to a fairly narrow application of what democracy ought to mean in the 
twenty-first century. The Liechtenstein model aims for a more rigidly mixed constitution than 
many other western democracies. It is also true to say that the democratic rights of citizens in 
many ways go much further than many of those larger states which conform more typically to 
the Council of Europe’s accepted model of democracy. Is Liechtenstein less democratic 
because the monarch has a powerful role even if the people themselves possess a greater range 
of democratic powers? Perhaps such arguments against the Liechtenstein model relate more to 
form than substance.  
 Opposing the Liechtenstein model on the basis that it conflicts with the general pattern 
of political change in other monarchies would seem to rest on a number of questionable 
assumptions. For one, it seems to assume either the truth of an ‘End of History’ scenario in 
which one particular form of liberal democracy vanquishes all ideological opponents or that 
such a model is the only morally and politically acceptable choice (Fukuyama, 1992). Such 
assumptions appear to place a higher value on forms and procedures rather than outcomes. 
Even while they begrudgingly accept a form of constitutional monarchy, it is not hard to see a 
republican bias at play in such academic critiques. In essence such critiques reduce 
constitutional monarchy to a weaker form of crowned republic. Logically, we could argue that 
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it is difficult to see how over the longer term such states would not increasingly likely become 
actual republics.  
 
 In contrast, it would perhaps be more appropriate to consider Liechtenstein not as an 
aberration from constitutional monarchy but one of its alternative forms. The monarch 
exercises real constitutional and political functions. Yet the threat of unpopularity through 
excessive use of such powers, as well as the practical tools of direct democracy, which make 
possible a vote of no-confidence in the Prince or even abolition of the monarchy itself, act as a 
restraining force. In Liechtenstein, monarchy and democracy seem to function congruently, 
with a level of popular support that therefore extends to all institutions including the parliament 
and government. 
 How much this particular unique constitutional system is successful because of 
Liechtenstein’s small size and consequent cultural homogeneity is a matter for discussion. 
Scholars must be hesitant about drawing too many direct conclusions about the efficacy and 
transferability of such a system in other national and regional contexts. Joseph de Maistre’s 
comments over two centuries ago about the particularity of a constitution to a people or nation 
hold much truth (de Maistre, 1796). In his Considerations on France (chapter 6), he noted:  
 

The Constitution of 1795, like its predecessors, was made for man. But there is no such 
thing as man in the world. In my lifetime I have seen Frenchmen, Italians, Russians etc.; 
thanks to Montesquieu, I even know that one can be Persian. But as for man, I declare 
that I have never in my life met him; if he exists, he is unknown to me…What is a 
constitution? Is it not merely the solution of the following problem? Given the 
population, the mores, the religion, the geographic situation, the political circumstances, 
the wealth, the good and the bad qualities of a particular nation, to find the laws that suit 
it. 

 
  After all, the records of various states – from Latin America to Liberia – which 
borrowed significantly from the American Constitution of 1787, provide ample evidence that 
a successful constitution is much more than words or principles on paper. The particularities 
of Liechtenstein’s constitutional and political system as a whole, such as the combination of 
monarchy with direct democracy, should be considered in the context of the principality’s small 
size and relative homogeneity. Nevertheless, it would be another mistake to deny that any wider 
lessons on monarchy and democracy or constitutionalism can be learned from Liechtenstein or 
that its size renders it irrelevant. There is no reason why an active constitutional monarch is 
only possible in a very small state. Put another way, it is also possible to get ‘big princes’ in 
big realms. This has been shown to be case in Malaysia, where a constitutional monarch, Sultan 
Ibrahim Iskandar of Johor (king or Agong of Malaysia since January 2024), operating in a 
federal system with a parliament based on the Westminster system, has shown a willingness to 
intervene to root out corruption, if necessary.  
 The point here is not to argue that the Liechtenstein model should be imported 
wholesale into other constitutional monarchies. Instead, it is that each nation should consider 
the role of their monarchy on their own terms in accordance with their own constitutional and 
political traditions, but not to assume that the direction of travel is only towards political 
irrelevance. This is especially important when we appear to be in a peculiar historical juncture 
where questions over governmental forms return to the fore amid what amounts to a global 
debate on the question of sovereignty. The role of monarchies within this debate is of great 
importance, as is evident in literature in the strategic field (see Copley, 2017; 2024).  
 One tentative example can be drawn from the British monarchy. In the United Kingdom, 
it is generally accepted that the monarchy should not interfere with salient political issues. 
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However, in its capacity as Head of Nation, it can champion specific causes (Bogdanor, 2016). 
In this way, it provides a supplement to representative democracy. This leads to debate over 
just how far the monarchy can go before being seen to intervene in politics. In 2022, news that 
Charles III was meeting Ursula von der Leyen, the President of the European Commission, 
attracted significant criticism in the belief that the King was somehow intervening in politics 
(Smith, Low and Wright, 2023). The problem was that the meeting coincided with the signing 
of a new Brexit-related agreement between the EU and the UK, and some were concerned that 
the King was implicitly giving his approval to the agreement. In principle, Liechtenstein shows 
that the boundary may not have to be so tight for a monarchy to survive. Following the reign 
of Elizabeth II, the British monarchy is increasingly being reappraised, and it could be that case 
that it might have more room for manoeuvre in its capacity as Head of Nation than it realises, 
as it fulfils its role in Britain’s own peculiarly mixed and changing uncodified constitution 
(Owens, 2023). Such discussions could also be had in relation to other constitutional 
monarchies, according to their own particular contexts. 
 More generally, considerably more work in this area is needed to trigger a substantial 
debate on the place of constitutional monarchy in the modern world. Liechtenstein’s 
undeniable success makes it a useful point of departure. 
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