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GAUGING ARAB SUPPORT
FOR DEMOCRACY
Mark Tessler and Eleanor Gao

Since the onset of the “third wave” of democratization in the mid-1970s,
the world has seen a significant increase in the number of countries gov-
erned by democratic regimes. By the end of the 1990s, such regimes
guided the lives of more than half of the world’s population.1 In the Arab
world, however, the impact of this political revolution has been limited.

The 1980s and early 1990s did witness halting moves toward democ-
ratization in some Arab-majority countries, when a number of Arab
governments—confronted with popular anger fueled by poor economic
conditions, official corruption, and human rights abuses—enacted pro-
grams of political liberalization. Yet for the most part, such reforms
were designed as part of a containment strategy aiming to increase re-
gime legitimacy at a time when calls for political change were
increasingly intense and widespread. Not surprisingly given their stra-
tegic purpose, most of these democratic experiments were slowed or
even abandoned during the 1990s. As Lisa Anderson wrote in 1999, the
Arab political landscape was soon littered with “the remnants of so
many of the democratic experiments—from the spectacular crash and
burn of Algeria’s liberalization to Tunisia’s more subtle but no less
profound transformation into a police state, from Egypt’s backsliding
into electoral manipulation [and repression of Islamic movements] to
the reluctance of Palestinian authorities to embrace human rights.”2

The last few years have once again brought political reform in some
Arab societies—among these are Bahrain, Lebanon, Morocco, Qatar, and,
to a lesser extent, Algeria, Jordan, Yemen, and Palestine. Although progress
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for the most part has been tentative and partial, it is possible to have a
meaningful debate about whether the glass of democracy is half full or
half empty in some of these countries. On balance, however, despite
progress in selected cases, the depressing description of the region of-
fered by Anderson at the end of the last decade remains generally accurate.

According to Freedom House’s 2004 Survey of Political Rights and
Civil Liberties, not one of the Arab League’s 22 member states is fully Free,
and only seven of them are Partly Free. In her January 2004 Comparative
Politics essay introducing a series of articles on the resilient and enduring
nature of authoritarianism in the Arab world, Marsha Pripstein Posusney
concluded that “these articles leave little cause for optimism that authori-
tarian regimes in the Middle East will begin transitions to democracy in the
near future.”3 Similarly, in late 2004, Marina Ottaway and Thomas Carothers
reported that despite increasing talk about political reform, the Arab world
“has yet to truly begin the process of democratization.”4

Arab intellectuals and Western scholars alike have long lamented
this situation. In 2000, a Jordanian journalist wrote that, “one of the
leading sources of instability and political-economic distortion in the
Arab world is the unchecked use of state power, combined with the
state’s whimsical ability to use the rule of law for its own political
ends.”5 Another Jordanian intellectual concurred, saying that Arab lead-
ers “do everything possible in order to stay in power. . . . The practices
of these regimes are the main reason why democratic aspirations in the
peoples of the Middle East are not transformed into democratic institu-
tions.”6 Similarly, in the view of Tunisian historian Mohamed Talbi,
“Arab countries do not allow freedom of thought. . . . Where necessary,
their surveillance spares neither the telephone nor the mail, neither the
fax nor the Internet.”7

Explaining Arab Authoritarianism

Against this background, the UN Development Programme’s first an-
nual Arab Human Development Report, published in 2002, observed
that political openings remain “heavily regulated and partial” and that
political systems “have not been opened up to all citizens.” Thus, the
report continues, “political participation is less advanced in the Arab
world than in other developing regions” and (with understatement),
“transfer of power through the ballot box is not a common phenom-
enon.”8 This theme was echoed in the 2003 Arab Human Development
Report as well. Although devoted to the Arab world’s “knowledge defi-
cit” in particular, the 2003 report strongly reaffirmed the region’s
deficiencies with respect to freedom: “Looking at international, regional
and local developments affecting Arab countries since the [2002] report
was issued confirms that those challenges remain critically pertinent
and may have become even graver, especially in the area of freedom.”9
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The persistence of Arab authoritarianism has understandably led to
theorizing about why the Arab world lags behind the rest of the globe
when it comes to democratization, and why authoritarianism persists
beyond that which can be attributed to the outright suppression of po-
litical organization and political dissent.10 One explanation that has
received considerable attention is the “resource curse” hypothesis, ac-
cording to which there is little pressure for representative government
in natural-resource–wealthy states that provide extensive social services
with little or no taxation. Another explanation widely discussed is the
absence in the Arab world of a strong and independent middle class.
This line of inquiry extrapolates from insights about the rise of democ-
racy in the West, as described for example in the classic work of
Barrington Moore, who argued that that the origins of democracy are
based on particular social conditions. Still other assessments emphasize
the inability of secular and Islamist opposition movements to join forces,
and the regime’s ability to coopt or isolate opponents.11

A very different category of explanations for the persistence of
authoritarianism in the Arab world places emphasis on culture and reli-
gion, and on Islam in particular. Those who advance such explanations
argue that Muslim legal codes and traditions are incompatible with de-
mocracy; thus the absence of democracy can in many instances be
attributed to the influence of Islam, or at least to the way in which that
religion is interpreted and practiced in much of the Arab world. As ex-
pressed by the late Elie Kedourie, conceptions of governance based on
democracy, pluralism, and popular sovereignty are “profoundly alien to
the Muslim political tradition.”12 Thus, according to another analyst,
Islam “has to be ultimately embodied in a totalitarian state.”13

Assessments that attribute Arab authoritarianism to the influence of
Islam have been vigorously challenged by many analysts. Some point
out that there is considerable variation in the interpretations of reli-
gious law advanced by Muslim scholars and theologians, and that some
of these interpretations—including some by leading Islamist theorists
in the Arab world and elsewhere—express explicit support for democ-
racy.14 There is also evidence from a number of Arab countries showing
that at the level of the individual citizen, piety and a strong religious
attachment have no impact on attitudes toward democracy.15 While all
of this calls into question one-dimensional characterizations of Islam
and its political influence, cultural explanations of authoritarianism in
the Arab world continue to draw adherents.

The Desire for Democracy

While the Arab world continues to stand out as a region for its lim-
ited progress toward democracy, it also stands out on account of its high
degree of popular support for democracy. Data from the most recent
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round of the World Values Survey (WVS), carried out between 1999 and
2002, reveal broad support for democracy among Arab men and women,
both in absolute terms and relative to other world regions.16 The WVS
used the following sets of questions to measure respondents’ attitudes
toward democracy:

1. I’m going to describe various types of political systems and ask what
you think about each as a way of governing this country. For each one,
would you say it is a very good, fairly good, fairly bad or very bad way of
governing this country?

a) Having a strong leader who does not have to bother with parliament
and elections.
b) Having experts, rather than the government, make decisions accord-
ing to what they think is best for the country.
c) Having the army rule.
d) Having a democratic political system.

2. I’m going to read off some things that people sometimes say about a
democratic political system. Could you please tell me if you agree strongly,
agree, disagree or disagree strongly, after I read each one of them?

a) In a democracy, the economic system functions badly.
b) Democracies are indecisive and have too much quibbling.
c) Democracies are not good at maintaining order.
d) Democracy may have problems, but it’s better than any other form
of government.

Figure 1 shows the responses to the last item in each of these two sets
of questions in Algeria, Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco. Data from each
country are based on a representative national sample.17 Although there
is no oil-rich Gulf Arab state among these four countries, they are other-
wise representative to a significant degree of the Arab world more
broadly: They include the three most populous Arab countries; two are

FIGURE 1—ATTITUDES TOWARD DEMOCRACY AMONG ALGERIANS,
EGYPTIANS, JORDANIANS, AND MOROCCANS 2000–2002
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monarchies and two are republics; their colonial histories involved Brit-
ain in two cases and France in two cases; and they differ from one another
with respect to structure of the economy, ethnic heterogeneity, reli-
gious traditions, relations with the West, and connections to the
Arab-Israeli conflict. Any political attitude patterns shared by these four
dissimilar countries are therefore likely to be at least somewhat charac-
teristic of the Arab world in general.

As shown in the leftmost section of Figure 1, the percentage of re-
spondents who agree that democracy is a “very good” or “fairly good”
way to govern their country is very high in all four countries: It ranges
from 93 percent in Algeria all the way up to 98 percent in Egypt. Among
these respondents, a substantial majority in each case rates democracy
as a “very good” rather than merely a “fairly good” way to govern their
country. Also shown in Figure 1 is the percentage of respondents who
“agree” or “agree strongly” that democracy, despite its problems, is the
best form of government. This proportion ranges from 89 percent in
Algeria to 96 percent in Egypt. Again, in every case except for Jordan,
those who “agree strongly” exceed by a substantial margin those who
merely “agree.”

Support for democracy in the Arab world is pronounced in relative as
well as absolute terms. In his analysis of WVS data from 75 countries,
Jordanian researcher Fares al-Braizat found that whether or not a country
is predominantly Muslim was among the strongest predictors of its ag-
gregate level of support for democracy.18 Among the 11 Muslim-majority
countries in his analysis, the three Arab states included in the study—
Egypt, Jordan, and Morocco—were among those with the highest levels
of support for democracy.

In 2003 and 2004, a series of surveys supported by a grant from the
U.S. National Science Foundation (NSF) examined attitudes toward gov-
ernance, political-system preference, and values pertaining to political
life in Algeria, Jordan, and Palestine.19 A nearly identical interview sched-
ule was administered in all three countries to representative national
samples of 1,446 in Algeria, 1,000 in Jordan, and 1,320 respondents in
Palestine. A similar survey, also supported by the NSF, was carried out in
Iraq in November and December 2004. The Iraqi survey could not be
conducted in some areas of the country because of security concerns;
thus, it is based on a multi-stage area-probability sample of 2,700 re-
spondents randomly selected in 16 different districts. The proportion of
Shi’ite Arab, Sunni Arab, and Kurdish respondents is 61 percent, 22.5
percent, and 16.5 percent, respectively—which is roughly equivalent to
the proportion of these ethnoreligious groups in Iraq’s population as a
whole.20

In all four of these surveys, the interview schedule included the two
sets of questions from the World Values Survey listed above. The re-
sponses to the last item in each set, presented in Figure 2, show that
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support for democracy in all four of these countries is very high: The
proportion of respondents who believe that democracy is a “very good”
or “fairly good” way of ruling their country ranges from 88 percent in
Algeria to 95 percent in Jordan.21 The proportion of those who believe
that the democratic system, despite its limits, is superior to other politi-
cal systems ranges from 84 percent in Palestine to 91 percent in Jordan.
It may be noted that response patterns were virtually identical in the
two Palestinian territories: 89 percent of the West Bank residents and
90 percent of the Gaza residents surveyed in December 2003 said that
democracy would be a good or very good way of governing their coun-
try, and 84 percent and 85 percent, respectively, agreed or strongly
agreed that democracy is the best form of government. Although on the
whole the 2003–2004 figures are slightly lower for all four surveyed
countries than the WVS data compiled in 2000–2002, the distribution
of attitudes remains very heavily skewed in favor of democracy.

Contrary to what might have been expected, support for democracy
does not vary as a function of gender, education, or age. Two tables
posted as an appendix to this article on the Journal of Democracy Web
site (www.journalofdemocracy.org) present the distribution of support
for democracy across selected demographic categories as found by the
2003–2004 surveys in Algeria, Iraq, Jordan, and Palestine. These tables
compare the responses of individuals who differ with respect to gender,
level of education, and age to each of the two items from the WVS
interview schedule considered above. What is striking about the survey
findings presented in these tables is the relative lack of variation across
the subcategories of the three demographic variables. In all four coun-
tries, and with respect to both survey questions, there is almost no
difference in the views of men and women, of better-educated and less
educated respondents, and of respondents of differing ages. These find-

FIGURE 2—ATTITUDES TOWARD DEMOCRACY AMONG ALGERIANS, IRAQIS,
JORDANIANS, AND PALESTINIANS 2003–2004
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ings are additional evidence of the breadth of democratic support in
these countries, as they demonstrate that such support is not only strong
in general but consistently strong across the various sectors of society.

Democracy and Political Islam

The survey findings presented in Figure 3 above, based on inter-
views with eight highly representative national samples in six different
Arab countries between 2000 and 2004, show that at the moment sup-
port for democracy is widespread in the Arab world. But does this support
imply a desire for Western-style, secular democracy? It is possible that
some or even most prefer a political system that, while democratic, does
not call for a separation of religion and politics.

The character of Muslim law, which some believing Muslims under-
stand to be the constitution for their political community, suggests that
at least some Arabs may want not only democracy but also a political
formula that incorporates Islamic influences. According to this inter-
pretation, Islam does not view politics as a domain apart from religion.22

This is also suggested by the growth and increasing influence of Islam-
ist political movements during the last three decades. Whereas socialism
and nationalism had been the dominant ideologies of the 1950s and
1960s, the 1970s saw an Islamic resurgence characterized by the forma-
tion of cultural associations and study groups, by the growth of Muslim
social institutions (including welfare societies and financial establish-
ments), and by an increase in such public manifestations of religiosity
as mosque attendance and veiling. By the end of that decade, Muslim
groups had largely displaced leftist organizations as the primary ve-
hicles for political activity on high-school and university campuses,
and during the 1980s movements campaigning under the banner “Islam
is the solution” were competing for political influence in many Arab

FIGURE 3—ATTITUDES TOWARD THE RELATIONSHIP BETWEEN ISLAM AND

POLITICS AMONG ALGERIANS, IRAQIS, JORDANIANS, AND PALESTINIANS
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countries.23 Today, political Islam has become an important force in
most Arab countries, including all of those for which survey data are
available.

Several items on the interview schedules administered in Algeria,
Iraq, Jordan, and Palestine in 2003 and 2004 inquired about support for
political Islam. One question asked respondents whether or not they
agreed that men of religion should have no influence over the decisions
of the government. Another asked respondents whether or not it was
important to them that the government only implement shari‘a laws.
Responses to these two items, presented in Figure 3, show considerable
variation in support for political Islam across all four countries.24

Figure 3 shows that many respondents favor a strong relationship
between religion and politics but that in most instances an almost equal
proportion does not favor such a relationship. The proportion of re-
spondents who agree or agree strongly that men of religion should not
have influence over the decisions of the government is never lower than
44 percent, as in the Palestinian case; and in two cases, Algeria and Iraq,
this view is actually held by 51 percent of those interviewed. A secular
orientation is only slightly less pronounced in views about whether the
government should implement only shari‘a laws: The proportion of
those who do not believe that only shari‘a laws should be implemented
ranges from 41 percent among Jordanians to 48 percent among Algeri-
ans. Thus, taken as a whole, Figure 3 shows that favorable attitudes
toward political Islam are slightly more common than unfavorable atti-
tudes but also, more generally and in all four countries, that there exists
a substantial and roughly equal division of opinion on questions about
the relationship between religion and politics.

Given that support for democracy is widespread while attitudes to-
ward the relationship between religion and politics are divided, it follows
that at least some who favor democracy also believe that Islam should
play an important role in politics. To explore the extent and distribution
of this connection, an index based on the two intercorrelated items per-
taining to democracy, shown in Figures 1 and 2, has been created and
dichotomized. This measure has then been cross-tabulated with the item
pertaining to political Islam, shown in Figure 3, that asks whether men of
religion should have influence over decisions of the government, which
has also been dichotomized. This yields four possible political-system–
preference categories: secular democracy, Islamic democracy, secular
authoritarianism, and Islamic authoritarianism.25 The distribution of Al-
gerian, Iraqi, Jordanian, and Palestinian respondents across these four
categories, presented in the table, shows how attitudes toward democ-
racy and attitudes toward political Islam relate to each other.

The findings presented in the table reveal notable similarities across
the four countries. Not only do 80 to 90 percent of the respondents in all
four countries favor a democratic political system, as expected, but they



Mark Tessler and Eleanor Gao 91

are divided roughly equally in each case between those who favor secu-
lar democracy and those who favor Islamic democracy. The largest
difference, which is only 8 percent, is among Palestinians: 45.2 percent
prefer Islamic democracy and 37.2 percent prefer secular democracy.
Thus, overall, it is clear that support for democracy does not necessarily
imply support for secular democracy; rather, those who support democ-
racy disagree about whether or not Islam should play a significant role
in political affairs.

The table also shows some cross-national differences: In Palestine
and Jordan, but not in Algeria and Iraq, support for Islamic democracy is
somewhat more widespread than support for secular democracy. Alge-
rian respondents show somewhat stronger support for secular democracy,
and Iraqis are divided equally between the two political models. It may
be suggested that the preference for Islamic democracy is highest in
Palestine because the second intifada has increased support for Hamas,
and that the preference for secular democracy is highest in Algeria be-
cause many Algerians remember fondly the country’s strong nationalist
and socialist orientation in the years after independence.26 Nonetheless,
all of these differences are small, suggesting that with regard to views
about democracy and political Islam, country-specific experiences are
less important than the conditions the countries share.

The differing character of the four countries for which data are avail-
able suggests that the patterns they have in common may characterize
the Arab world more broadly. With respect to system of government,
recent political history, population size, and cultural diversity, Algeria,
Iraq, Jordan, and Palestine are quite distinct from one another. In the
language of comparative social inquiry, considering these countries to-
gether constitutes something of a “most different system” research design.
This increases confidence in the generalizability of common patterns
since they have been found to obtain under widely differing conditions.
Hence we may hypothesize the following: a) Support for democracy is
widespread in the Arab world; b) this support does not necessarily apply
to secular democracy; c) rather, roughly half of the ordinary men and
women who favor democracy also favor a political system that assigns to
Islam an important role; and d) citizens who do not support democracy

TABLE—PROPORTION OF ALGERIANS, IRAQIS, JORDANIANS, AND

PALESTINIANS PREFERRING VARIOUS MODELS OF GOVERNMENT

Islamic Democracy

Secular Democracy

Islamic Authoritarianism

Secular Authoritarianism

Palestinians

45.2

37.2

11.3

6 .6

COUNTRY

47.1

43.5

5 .4

4 .0

Jordanians

42.7

43.3

6 .8

7 .2

Iraqis
POLITICAL-SYSTEM

PREFERENCE Algerians

39.0

45.0

10.0

6 .0
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are relatively few in number and, in most cases, divided roughly equally
between those who favor Islamic authoritarianism and those who favor
secular authoritarianism.

A New Beginning?

Is the Arab world about to enter a new phase of political evolution,
one in which it is no longer distinguished from other world regions by
the persistence of authoritarianism? In recent years, some observers have
begun to explore the possibility that there may at last be a democratic
opening in the Arab world. Writing in early 2004, Saad Eddin Ibrahim,
a prominent Egyptian sociologist and one of the Arab world’s best-
known human rights activists, declared that the prospects for liberal
democracy in the region have never been brighter.27

The first months of 2005 saw further causes for optimism: successful
national elections in Iraq and Palestine; municipal elections in Saudi
Arabia; and Egyptian president Hosni Mubarak’s calls for a constitu-
tional amendment to permit, for the first time in the country’s history,
direct and competitive multiparty presidential elections. A prominent
Egyptian political scientist declared that such a constitutional amend-
ment would entail “a change in the structure of the [country’s] political
system.”28 Similarly, a Saudi professor described the voting in his coun-
try, despite its limited scope, as “the beginning of something.”29

It remains to be seen whether these events reflect a genuine change in
the political course of the Arab world, or at least in a significant subset
of Arab countries. To be sure, there is no shortage of skeptics. Com-
menting on Mubarak’s proposed constitutional amendment, one
Egyptian journalist described it as a move by the Egyptian president to
improve his image with the Americans, while leaving unchanged the
laws and practices by which the government suppresses opposition and
dissent.30 A desire to win favor in Washington may also have contrib-
uted to the Saudi leaders’ decision to hold balloting in some localities.
The elections were limited in both scope and suffrage, and few analysts
see them as a serious movement toward democratization in Saudi Arabia.

The elections in Iraq and Palestine, though of greater significance,
were both held in response to circumstances that make these countries’
experiences unique. Nor is a democratic outcome assured in either in-
stance. As expressed by a Palestinian political scientist who is also a
member of the Palestinian Authority’s Legislative Council, it will take
far more than elections to build a democracy in Palestine.31 In light of
this general skepticism, it may be premature at best to conclude that a
new political dynamic has taken hold in the Arab world. All the talk
about political reform and democracy, a recent Carnegie Endowment
for International Peace report concludes, is “only palely reflected in the
actual changes that have been introduced to date by Arab states.”32



Mark Tessler and Eleanor Gao 93

When assessing what appear to be signs of progress in the region,
another reason for caution are the failed democratic experiments of the
late 1980s and early 1990s, when in response to mounting domestic
pressure many Arab leaders carried out political reforms and held elec-

tions that were at least somewhat free and
competitive. In most cases, however, these
moves did not represent a genuine com-
mitment to democratization, but were
rather a strategy for deflecting criticism and
containing pressures for change. When the
prospect of losing or even just having to
share power came into view, rulers scaled
back these democratic experiments, and in
many instances even abandoned them al-
together. Perhaps the present historical
moment is different, but perhaps it is not.
In late 2004, Marina Ottaway and Thomas
Carothers wrote that “Arab regimes only
concede women’s rights and elections to

appease their critics at home and abroad. . . . Real progress toward de-
mocracy is minimal.”33

While caution is in order when pondering the near-term prospects for
democracy in the Arab world, hopeful signs need not be ignored or
discounted. As the survey findings presented in this essay make clear,
large majorities in many Arab countries want their countries to be ruled
by democratic systems, and that desire does not diminish among sup-
porters of political Islam. To the extent that popular support can
encourage and facilitate transitions to democracy, as it has in several
postcommunist countries, the Arab world is ripe for change. It is also
fully possible that at least some Arab leaders will respond to popular
demands for accountable government with genuine reforms. In fact,
powerholders have in the last few years supported or even led political
reforms in several countries, particularly in Qatar and Bahrain but also
to an extent in Algeria, Jordan, Morocco, and Yemen. Thus, the need for
caution notwithstanding, it is not unreasonable to consider the hypoth-
esis that recent developments represent a break with the past and signal
the emergence of new political tendencies in the Arab world.

If genuine democratic transitions are indeed underway, it will be
interesting to see the extent and ways in which Islam is incorporated
into national political life. Meaningful political openings should lead
to the emergence of active partisan life, bringing competition not only
between Islamists and democrats but also, and perhaps even more, be-
tween those who agree on the importance of democracy but disagree on
the issue of Islam’s political role.

It is not yet possible to say whether the positive trends detected by

To the extent that
popular support can
encourage and facili-
tate transitions to
democracy, as it has
in several post-
communist countries,
the Arab world is
ripe for change.
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recent surveys will in fact produce meaningful political openings in the
Arab world. Some observers, both Western and Arab, are cautiously
optimistic, and perhaps events during the next few years will prove
them right. Others remain unconvinced that the dominant political dy-
namic in the Arab world has changed, or is changing, and the region’s
history during the last half-century provides a basis for their skepti-
cism. What we do know is that a substantial majority of Arabs are
concerned about which of these assessments will turn out to be correct.
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