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What Do Ordinary Citizens  in the Arabs World Want:  

Secular Democracy or Democracy with Islam? 



The recent uprisings in the Arab world make clear that 

ordinary citizens in the Muslim Middle East are concerned 

about and often have strong views about the way their societies 

should be governed.  

Å Ordinary men and women in the Arab world are trying to take charge of their   

societies -- to chart their own course and define their own destiny.  

Å And with political openings, despite variation and uncertainty, what people 

believe and want is increasingly important. 

Å They want governments that are accountable; and democracy, however well or 

poorly understood, is central to the thinking of huge majorities. 

Å What should be the role for Islam is less clear, however, and for the most part  is 

quite contested.   Societies are divided on this question.  

Å Rigorous public opinion research can tell us not only what people think but also 

why they hold certain views ï what predisposes people to favor or not favor an 

important role for Islam in government and political affairs.   



ÅAli Gomaa, the Grand Mufti of Egypt: ñEgyptôs revolution has swept away 

decades of authoritarian rule but has also highlighted an issue that Egyptians 

will grapple with as they consolidate their democracy: the role of religion in 

political life.ò    

ÅHamadi Jebali, Secretary General of Tunisiaôs al-Nahda Party (and now 

Tunisian prime minister): ñWhat kind of Democracy for the New Tunisia: 

Islamic or Secular?ò  

ÅTariq Harb, Iraqi constitutional lawyer and media personality: ñA central 

element in the struggle to define Iraqôs emergent democracy is the question of 

how ñto balance religion and secularism.ò  

Why Islam 

Arabs and Muslims often say that Westerners are obsessed with Islam, 

believing that it breeds extremism and violence ï the so-called Clash of 

Civilizations thesis.  But while Arabs and Muslims are correct to complain 

that misinformation and stereotypes sometimes characterize Western 

thinking about Islam, the place of religion in the governance of Arab 

countries is in fact an important issue in domestic Arab politics ï and now 

more than ever.  



Item: Do you Strongly Agree, Agree, Disagree, or Strongly 

Disagree with  the Following Statement:  

(response in parentheses indicates support for ñpolitical Islamò) 

% Favoring 

Political Role  

for Islam 

Men of religion should have no influence over the decisions of 

government (strongly disagree or disagree) 
43.9% 

Religious practice is a private matter and should be separated 

from socio-political  life (strongly disagree or disagree) 
39.1% 

It  would be better for our country if  more people with  strong 

religious beliefs held public office (strongly agree or agree) 
45.7% 

Responses of Ordinary Citizens in Fourteen Arab Countries to  

Questions about the Role of Islam in Government and Politics 


