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Abstract

This article explains the determinants of individual support for democracy 
in 10 Muslim-majority countries. Starting with economic and cultural 
interpretations of modernization theory, the author advances an argument 
exploring cross-linkages between macro- and micro-level implications of 
this theory as they relate to attitudes toward democracy. The author also 
provides a test of two alternative explanations: social capital and Islamic 
values. A series of cross-national and ordinary least squares regressions 
utilizing the fourth wave of the World Values Survey demonstrates that, 
50 years later, modernization theory is still a powerful tool for explaining 
democratic attitudes. Particularly, perceptions of gender equality show 
strong associations with democratic orientations. Although some support 
is found for the positive effect of political trust, religiosity and Islamic values 
poorly predict support for democracy in the Muslim world.
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Do Muslims support democracy? According to the recent polls, popular sup-
port for democracy is strikingly high in the Muslim world. To cite a few 
examples, the World Values Survey (WVS; Inglehart & Norris, 2003), the 
Gallup Poll (Esposito & Mogahed, 2007), and Hassan’s (2008) comparative 
surveys show that Muslims view democracy favorably. Although a lively 
conceptual debate has taken place among scholars about the theological 
incompatibility (Fukuyama, 1992; Huntington, 1999; Kedourie, 1992) or 
compatibility (El-Affendi, 2003; Esposito & Voll, 1996) of Islam with 
democracy, the focus of this article is the actual attitudes of Muslims. The 
research question is this: What are the individual-level determinants of sup-
port for democracy in the Muslim world?

Understanding support for democracy among Muslims is important in 
several ways. First, if attitudes and values are crucial for the emergence 
and sustainability of democracy (Inglehart, 2000, p. 96; Mainwaring, 1999, 
p. 45; Rose, Mishler, & Haerpfer, 1998, p. 96), it is imperative to explore 
citizen attitudes for a better understanding of the freedom gap in certain 
parts of the Islamic world, particularly the exceptionalism in Arab countries 
(Stepan & Robertson, 2003, 2004). Second, support for democracy appears 
to be a robust measure of democratic orientations across regimes (Jamal & 
Nooruddin, 2006, p. 7), and looking at the Muslim world especially may 
shed further light on this topic. Finally, such an endeavor is also likely to 
advance our understanding of the relationship between Islam and democ-
racy at the micro level. This last point gains prominence when a micro-level 
analysis is carried out in Muslim countries with various Islamic traditions 
and divergent development paths.

So far, few students of comparative politics have investigated the determi-
nants of individual support for democracy in Muslim countries (Bratton, 
2003; Hoffman, 2004; Jamal, 2006; Rose, 2002; Tessler, 2002). These studies, 
however, have focused only on select regions such as Arab countries (Jamal, 
2006; Tessler, 2002), Turkic nations of central Asia (Rose, 2002), African 
nations (Bratton, 2003), and non-Arabic Muslim countries (Hoffman, 2004). 
Past studies have also utilized various theoretical approaches in their analyses, 
but they have not tested the relevant theories simultaneously. Although 
Hoffman (2004) used explanations related to religious orientation and politi-
cal and civic culture, Tessler (2002) incorporated religiosity, Islamic political 
values, and gender in his analysis. Jamal (2006) and Bratton (2003), on the 
other hand, modeled individual support for democracy as a function of mod-
ernization and religious values.

Following the footsteps of this research, I examine the individual-level 
determinants of support for democracy in 10 Muslim-majority countries. The 
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main contribution of the article relates to the simultaneous test of multiple 
theories within a diverse sample of Muslim countries. The sample includes 
countries with varying levels of economic development, different democracy 
or authoritarianism practices, and diverse Islamic traditions from Asia, 
Europe, the Arab Middle East, and Africa. The analysis also demonstrates 
which individual characteristics matter most and their substantive effects on 
support for democracy.

I advance a theoretical argument proposing that the change in citizens’ 
material conditions and cultural values following modernization is vital for 
explaining democratic orientations. I also test the implications of social 
capital theory as well as the religious values approach as alternative expla-
nations of support for democracy. The research findings imply that cultural 
values brought about by modernization such as perceptions of gender 
equality and tolerance as well as the material conditions such as higher 
levels of education and income are good predictors of individual support 
for democracy in the Muslim world. The evidence in favor of the relation-
ship between Islamic religiosity and democracy at the individual level is 
mixed at best. I interpret these results from a policy perspective and discuss 
the implications of these findings for the chances of democracy in the 
authoritarian world and its consolidation in the competitive regimes of the 
Muslim world.

In the next section, I derive individual-level theoretical implications from 
modernization theory and alternative explanations. Then, the data (from the 
fourth wave of the WVS) and theoretical model are introduced, followed by 
the results of the cross-sectional and country-level ordinary least squares 
(OLS) regression analyses. The final section provides a summary discussion 
of the results and concludes.

Modernization and Democratic Orientations
The proponents of modernization theory contend that there is a common path 
leading to democracy (Lerner, 1958; Lipset, 1959; Lipset, Seong, & Torres, 
1993), which begins with socioeconomic modernization and ends with politi-
cal modernization. As briefly stated by Coppedge (1997), “Developing 
countries [will undergo] a process of political modernization whose end-
state, stable democracy, would be achieved to the extent that they achieved 
socioeconomic modernization, urbanization, the spread of mass media and 
rising levels of education, wealth and equality” (p. 177).

Insofar as individual-level implications of modernization theory are 
considered, modernization is believed to generate improvements in the 

 at KANSAS STATE UNIV LIBRARIES on January 2, 2013cps.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cps.sagepub.com/


Ciftci	 1445

education and wealth of people. Citizens who hold and appreciate democratic 
values emerge as a by-product of this process. In addition, a sizeable middle 
and working class with democratic orientations, again considered a product 
of modernization, is considered a prerequisite for sustainable democracy 
(Rueschemeyer, Stephens, & Stephens, 1992).

The relationship of development and democracy, however, has proven to 
be more subtle than this linear economic scheme. “Multiple modernities” 
may emerge as a result of interaction between modernizing forces and the 
existing cultural and institutional structures in a country (Eisenstadt, 2000, 
pp. 13-15). This may generate different cultural values, attitudes, and eco-
nomic conditions cross-nationally. Furthermore, when class–state relations 
are considered, the relationship demonstrates a very complex nature. First, 
members of the middle and working class may not necessarily oppose 
authoritarian practices. It is argued that members of the middle and working 
class will challenge authoritarian practices if and only if they experience con-
siderable independence from the state (Kamrava, 2005). To elaborate, if an 
authoritarian state controls a substantial portion of its citizens’ behavior by 
providing jobs and benefits (e.g., tax-free income), the modernization pro-
cess may not necessarily create a democratically oriented citizenry (Bellin, 
2002; Kamrava, 2005). This is particularly valid for the authoritarian regimes 
of the Middle East, where clientelism contaminates the political life and 
serves to legitimize authoritarian practices (Lust-Okar, 2008). The existence 
of a strong government in political and economic life may depress the emer-
gence of “critical citizens” (Norris, 1999), particularly those among the mid-
dle class. This tendency, combined with the clientelistic nature of the political 
system (especially in certain parts of the Muslim world), may strengthen 
authoritarian values and prevent the emergence of a democratic citizenry.

Furthermore, a mutually beneficial relationship exists between states and 
certain segments of societies in the Middle Eastern countries. The state poli-
cies especially targeted middle classes (using state-owned enterprises; 
Richards & Waterbury, 2008) and organized labor (by controlling the trade 
unions; Posusney, 1997) to maintain this relationship. Although the develop-
ment of a strong private sector independent of the state may have eventually 
begun to undermine the power of the authoritarian state and created a citi-
zenry equipped with democratic values, rentierism (Richards & Waterbury, 
2008) or the “resource curse” (Ross, 2001) provided the state with some 
autonomy from the public by removing the government reliance on taxes in 
the oil-rich Middle Eastern countries and the other parts of the Islamic world 
(i.e., workers’ remittances and tourism revenues in Morocco and Turkey). 
Therefore, modernization may not necessarily foster democratic attitudes in 
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a linear fashion. Insofar as individual attitudes are concerned, one may expect 
that workers, members of the middle class, and individuals who desire an 
increased role for government as opposed to that of the private sector will be 
less supportive of democracy. However, one should also observe variation in 
this relationship with respect to the modernization path of a country.

The second reason for the problematic nature of the teleological interpre-
tation of modernization theory concerns its cultural implications. Although, 
modernization is expected to foster mass democratic values and beliefs as a 
result of industrialization, urbanization, and increased wealth and education, 
it is not clear how these values and beliefs are brought about or whether they 
are causes or consequences of democratization. Furthermore, Lipset (1994, 
p. 3), the strongest proponent of modernization theory, declared that cultural 
factors are more important than modernization for the prospect of democracy 
and that certain faiths, such as Islam, Christian orthodoxy, and Confucian-
ism, are fundamentally incompatible with democratic values. Inglehart 
(1990) argued that economic development leads to cultural changes that in 
turn lead to democracy. More recently, Inglehart and Norris (2003) argued 
that the real fault line between Islam and the West is not political. Rather, 
they claimed that what divides the two cultures are values and attitudes 
related to the perceptions of gender equality and tolerance. As individuals 
move to urban areas, get better education, and increase their wealth, they are 
also expected to become more secular, more accepting of women’s roles in 
society, and socially more tolerant in general (Jamal, 2006; Moghadam, 
2003). In their recent analyses, Hoffman (2004) and Jamal (2006) found evi-
dence supporting this argument.1 According to a cultural interpretation of 
modernization theory, it can be expected that individuals with positive per-
ceptions of gender equality and those who are more tolerant will be more 
supportive of democracy compared to those lacking these opinions.

Alternative Explanations
Two alternative explanations may be useful for explaining individual sup-
port for democracy in the Muslim world. First, according to the proponents 
of the civic culture perspective, the existence of active citizens who hold 
democratic values is central to democracy, and only “participant cultures” 
can provide a psychological basis for democratization (Almond & Verba, 
1989, p. 9). Social trust, according to this argument, is essential for the 
permanence of democracy because it provides the basis for cooperation 
among the members of society. It also enhances associational activity and 
reciprocity and consequently leads to meaningful political participation 
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(Putnam, 1993). More importantly, at the institutional level, scholars agree 
that political trust (i.e., trust in governmental institutions) legitimizes dem-
ocratic institutions and makes efficient governance possible (Gamson, 
1968; Mishler & Rose, 1997).

Students of civic culture also emphasize the critical role of trust for the 
generation of positive views of democracy (Rothstein & Uslaner, 2005, p. 41). 
Past studies have found that at both societal and individual levels, a higher 
level of trust, institutional or social, is positively associated with higher levels 
of support for democracy (Rothstein & Uslaner, 2005; Seligson, 2002,  
p. 275). At the individual level, this line of reasoning suggests a positive rela-
tionship between trust, social or political, and support for democracy.

This approach has recently been challenged. Jamal (2007a, 2007b), 
investigating the meaning and utility of social trust in the Arab Middle East, 
found that in authoritarian settings a higher level of social trust is associated 
with support for the existing regime, and hence lower levels of trust may be 
more conducive to democracy. Linking social trust to confidence in institu-
tions, Jamal and Nooruddin (2006) argue,

Hence, levels of generalized trust need not be associated with support 
for democracy. In fact we argue that higher levels of generalized trust 
are more useful to support for democracy in settings that are already 
democratic. In other words, generalized trust without democracy has 
little “democratic utility” of its own. (p. 6)

Therefore, one needs to exercise caution before proposing a positive rela-
tionship between trust and support for democracy. A negative relationship 
can be expected in authoritarian regimes.

The second alternative explanation relates to piety and Islamic values. 
Although there is a longstanding debate about the compatibility of Islam with 
democracy at the conceptual level among scholars and Muslim intellectuals 
(for an excellent review, see El Fadl, Cohen, and Chasman, 2004),2 empirical 
evidence concerning the actual attitudes of Muslims has come out only recently. 
At the elite level, some research has paid attention to progressive Muslims 
(El-Affendi, 2003) and the new Muslim democrats of Turkey, Indonesia, and 
Malaysia (Nasr, 2005). In addition, evidence from the WVS shows that most 
Muslims support democracy. Analyzing the responses from a Gallup Poll, 
Esposito and Mogahed (2007, p. 48) conclude that a significant majority of 
Muslims support democracy, but they also embrace Islamic values. They also 
state that the results of the “Gallup Poll indicate that wanting Sharia does not 
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automatically translate into wanting theocracy” (p. 50). Similarly, based on 
his extensive surveys, Hassan (2008) concludes that religion and politics may 
coexist in an autonomous and cooperative way. The evidence is impressive, 
and it implies that individuals may be religious and have democratic orienta-
tions at the same time. Contrary to the implications of conceptual or theologi-
cal arguments putting Islam (or some cultures) at odds with democracy 
(Lipset, 1994), piety or Islamist values may have nothing to do with democ-
racy. Previous studies have tested the negative relationship between Islamic 
values and support for democracy and have not found much evidence sup-
porting such a relationship (Hoffman, 2004; Jamal, 2006; Tessler, 2002).

To reiterate, I test hypotheses related to cultural and economic implica-
tions of modernization theory at the individual level. I propose that educa-
tion, income (economic components), positive perceptions of gender equality, 
and tolerance (cultural attitudes brought by modernization) should be posi-
tively and the desire for more government involvement should be negatively 
related to support for democracy. I also test whether social and political trust 
is positively associated with democracy but expect that this relationship may 
be negative in more authoritarian settings. Islamic religiosity is also con-
trolled for to test whether piety and Islamic values have an effect (positive or 
negative) on support for democracy.

Data
To test these hypotheses, the present study uses the fourth wave of the WVS. 
Fieldwork in the countries included in the analysis was completed before the 
end of 2001. Ten Muslim countries were selected based on the majority status 
of Muslims and the availability of survey questions. These countries include 
Albania, Bangladesh, Bosnia-Herzegovina, Egypt, Indonesia, Jordan, 
Morocco, Nigeria, Pakistan, and Turkey.3 The selected countries capture the 
diverse Islamic traditions, and they include three Arab nations, one from sub-
Saharan Africa, two from Europe, and three south Asian countries, in addition 
to Turkey. These countries represent different regime types including elec-
toral democracies, authoritarian republics, and monarchies. Table 1 presents 
the rankings of these countries according to the United Nations Human 
Development Index (HDI; 2001), their Freedom House status (2001) and 
GDP per capita (2001), and their percentage support for democracy calcu-
lated from the WVS.4

All countries in the sample are ranked partly free, with the exception of 
Egypt and Pakistan. All but Pakistan and Nigeria (low HDI score) are 
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ranked at medium human development in 2000 and 2001. The selected 
nations also differ widely in terms of their GDP per capita, ranging between 
$800 (Nigeria) to $6,700 (Turkey). The sample also nicely captures the dif-
ferent modernization stages throughout the Muslim world as can be seen in 
the different HDI rankings. Almost all countries have high rates of support 
for democracy, except for Nigeria with 47% and Indonesia with 62% support 
for democracy.

Dependent Variable: Diffuse and Specific 
Support for Democracy5

The concept of democracy does not have a common definition (Esposito & 
Voll, 1996). Recently, Jamal and Tessler (2008) used evidence from the Arab 
Barometer Survey to demonstrate that Arab citizens understand democracy in 
different terms. Fortunately, the WVS includes multiple items that allow mea-
suring support for democracy in various ways. These items are listed below.6

1.	 In democracy, the economic system runs poorly.
2.	 Democracies are indecisive and have too much quibbling.
3.	 Democracies are not good at maintaining order.

Table 1. Summary Statistics for the Selected Countries

	 Human		  Freedom	 Percentage 
	 Development	 GDP per	 House	 support for 
Country	 Index (HDI) ranking	 capitaa	 statusb	 democracy

Albania	 95	 3,800	 Partly free	 87
Bangladesh	 139	 1,750	 Partly free	 93
Bosnia and	 66	 1,800	 Partly free	 88 

Herzegovina
Egypt	 120	 3,700	 Not free	 93
Indonesia	 112	 3,000	 Partly free	 62
Jordan	 90	 4,200	 Partly free	 76
Morocco	 126	 3,700	 Partly free	 80
Nigeria	 152c	 840	 Partly free	 47
Pakistan	 144c	 2,100	 Not free	 80
Turkey	 96	 6,700	 Partly free	 80

a. GDP per capita measures are from the CIA World Factbook.
b. Freedom House scores as of 2007 from freedomhouse.org.
c. Low HDI country.
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4.	 Democracy may have problems, but it is better than any other form 
of government.

5.	 Having a democratic political system is very bad, bad, good, or 
very good.

The first three items are about the outcomes of democratic governance, 
whereas the last two ask the respondents to provide a general assessment of 
democracy. Factor analysis was conducted with these five items, and two 
factors were extracted. The first three items tapping respondents’ opinions 
about specific outcomes of democratic governance load strongly on a first 
factor (factor loadings are .80, .77, and .77, respectively, with a Cronbach’s 
alpha of .75), and the last two items tapping respondent attitudes regarding 
overall support for democracy load on a second factor (factor loadings are 
.77 and .62, with a Cronbach’s alpha of .52). This distinction resembles 
Easton’s (1965) typology of diffuse and specific support.7 I prefer to use 
Easton’s concepts below; however, I approach the results of the factor analy-
sis cautiously as the use of these concepts does not mean that I use specific 
and diffuse support in a pure Eastonian sense.

Based on the results of the factor analysis, two additive indices were cre-
ated. The first is an additive scale of the first three items, and it ranges from 3 
to 12. This variable is called specific support for democracy. The second 
index measures overall support for democracy and is constructed by adding 
the last two items (and it ranges from 2 to 8). This variable is called diffuse 
support for democracy. The two measures are positively and significantly cor-
related (.22); however, the q-q plot clearly shows that the two concepts cap-
ture different dimensions of democratic support (available from the author on 
request).

Independent Variables
The first set of independent variables operationalizes the individual-level 
indicators of modernization theory. Self-reported measures of education 
(8-point scale) and income (10-point scale) are used to assess whether 
increased wealth and education generate favorable attitudes toward 
democracy. Four dummy variables were created for testing the effect of 
perceived membership of class on attitudes toward democracy—low class, 
working class, lower-middle class and upper-middle class (upper class is 
the reference category). The implication of modernization theory is that 
working and middle class members will be more supportive of democracy. 
However, in countries where these classes are dependent on the states, one 
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may expect to see a negative or no relationship. To measure perceptions of 
government role, I used an item asking the respondents to place their views 
on a 10-point scale ranging from “people should take more responsibility” 
(1) to “the government should take more responsibility to ensure that 
everyone is provided for” (10). I expect a negative relation with support 
for democracy, as higher values may be indicative of dependence on state 
resources. However, given the diverse modernization paths, the sign of this 
variable may vary across countries.

To test the cultural implications of modernization theory, I created two 
variables. Perceptions of gender equality is an index of three items (i.e., 
“men should have more right to a job when jobs are scarce,” “a university 
education is more important for boys,” and “men make better political lead-
ers”) that loaded strongly on a single underlying factor. The responses were 
recoded such that higher values represent positive perceptions of gender 
equality. To measure social tolerance, a factor analysis was run on multiple 
items, asking the respondents which groups they would not like to see as their 
neighbors. The responses associated with two groups—immigrants and peo-
ple of another race—loaded strongly on a common underlying dimension. 
An index of tolerance was then created, ranging from 0 (no reservation in 
seeing any members of these groups as a neighbor) to 2 (do not want to see 
both groups as neighbors). This index was reversed to measure increased 
tolerance at higher levels. A positive association is expected between these 
two variables and support for democracy.

Two measures of trust were created to test the hypotheses related to social 
capital. Political trust is an additive index of four items evaluating confi-
dence in the parliament, political parties, government, and civil services. 
Higher values on this index represent more confidence in political institu-
tions. Interpersonal trust (or social trust) is measured by a single item asking 
the respondents to state whether most people can be trusted or one needs to 
be very careful in dealing with people. This variable is coded as a dummy 
variable where lack of interpersonal trust is coded as 0 and its existence takes 
the value of 1. These variables will allow me test whether trust is positively 
associated with support for democracy in all Muslim countries or a differen-
tial effect is in order between democratic and authoritarian regimes as sug-
gested by recent research (Jamal, 2007a, 2007b).

To test the effect of religiosity, an item about the respondents’ frequency 
of attending religious services (7-point scale) is used (Hoffman, 2004; Jamal, 
2006; Rose, 2002; Tessler, 2002). A second measure taps the importance of 
piety in public officials as perceived by individuals and is called political 
Islamism. This measure was created using an item asking the respondents to 
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evaluate if politicians who do not believe in God are unfit for public office on 
a 4-point scale ranging from disagree strongly (4) to agree strongly (1). 
Given the conceptual debate about incompatibility of Islam and democracy, 
one may expect this variable to be negatively related to support for democ-
racy. However, based on the findings of recent polls and diverse Islamic tra-
ditions, a negative relation or no relation may be observed.

Also controlled in the analyses are age, gender, and perceptions of satis-
faction with the financial situation. Of these control variables, the effect of 
gender on support for democracy is especially highlighted by past studies 
(Tessler, 2002), in which females have been found to be less supportive of 
democracy than males. Satisfaction with the financial situation controls for 
the perceived status of economic situation, and I expect that this variable will 
have a more pronounced effect on specific support for democracy and that it 
will have differential effects across countries. A detailed description of inde-
pendent variables is provided in Appendix A.

Method
I ran a series of OLS regressions including cross-sectional and separate coun-
try estimations. One major drawback of survey research is the high rate of 
missing data because of nonresponses. In the data used, the percentage of 
missing values was 22% for religious service attendance. When all variables 
of interest are included in the regression model, the number of cases retained 
in the sample drops to 6,409 (only 46% of all respondents) as a result of list-
wise deletion.8

Political scientists generally either replace the missing values by educated 
guesses (e.g., means) or perform listwise deletion, which results in “a loss of 
valuable information at best and severe selection bias at worst” (King, Hon-
aker, Joseph, & Scheve, 2001, p. 49). An alternative to listwise deletion is 
multiple imputation, which involves imputing m values for a missing cell 
based on the existing information (i.e., observed cells). I used Amelia II, 
developed by Honaker, King, and Blackwell (2007). I ran five imputations of 
the data in Amelia II and later combined the imputed data sets by calculating 
the mean values in Stata 9.9

Results10

First, I ran cross-sectional models for specific support and diffuse support 
with fixed effects. Table 2 presents the results of the cross-sectional OLS 
estimations.
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Table 2. Cross-Sectional Regression Estimates of Specific and Diffuse Support for 
Democracy

	 Diffuse support	 Specific support

Modernization		
Tolerance	 0.032**	 0.069***
	 (0.014)	 (0.027)
Perceptions of gender equality	 0.024***	 0.124***
	 (0.007)	 (0.012)
Education	 0.038***	 0.017*
	 (0.005)	 (0.010)
Low class	 0.096*	 0.108
	 (0.059)	 (0.118)
Working class	 0.110**	 -0.009
	 (0.056)	 (0.112)
Lower middle class	 0.071	 -0.092
	 (0.052)	 (0.105)
Upper middle class	 0.032	 -0.193*
	 (0.054)	 (0.109)
Income	 0.010*	 0.044***
	 (0.006)	 (0.012)
Perceptions of government involvement	 -0.007*	 0.007
	 (0.004)	 (0.007)
Social capital		
Interpersonal trust	 0.004	 0.103**
	 (0.023)	 (0.043)
Political trust	 0.020***	 0.050***
	 (0.004)	 (0.008)
Islamic values		
Religiosity	 -0.001	 -0.010
	 (0.006)	 (0.012)
Political Islamism	 -0.030***	 -0.075***
	 (0.009)	 (0.018)
Control variables		
Satisfaction with finances	 -0.000	 -0.020**
	 (0.004)	 (0.008)
Age	 0.003***	 0.005***
	 (0.001)	 (0.002)
Female	 -0.118***	 -0.264***
	 (0.023)	 (0.042)
Albania	 -0.251***	 -0.281***
	 (0.052)	 (0.107)
Bangladesh	 -0.013	 0.015
	 (0.034)	 (0.065)

(continued)
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The results in Table 2 lend strong support to cultural and partial support to 
economic implications of modernization theory. As expected, tolerance and 
perceptions of gender equality are positively related to support for democ-
racy in both models (Inglehart, 1990; Inglehart & Norris, 2003). Education 
and income have positive and significant effects on both specific and diffuse 
support, confirming these hypotheses (Lipset, 1959). Neither class member-
ship nor perceptions of government involvement consistently reaches statis-
tical significance. This result is surprising given the well-established 
theoretical literature about the role of middle and working class attitudes in 
transition to and consolidation of democracy.

Among the indicators of social capital theory, political trust is statistically 
significant with a positive coefficient, whereas interpersonal trust reaches 
statistical significance in the specific support model. As for the Islamic val-
ues approach, only political Islamism is negatively related to both modes of 
support in a statistically significant way. Religiosity does not reach statistical 
significance in either model, which is congruent with the findings of previ-
ous studies (Hoffman, 2004; Jamal, 2006; Tessler, 2002). Finally, Muslim 

Table 2. (continued)

	 Diffuse support	 Specific support

Bosnia	 -0.619***	 -0.609***
	 (0.059)	 (0.109)
Indonesia	 -1.188***	 -0.507***
	 (0.045)	 (0.078)
Jordan	 -0.600***	 -0.396***
	 (0.045)	 (0.097)
Morocco	 0.200***	 -0.863***
	 (0.047)	 (0.124)
Nigeria	 -1.002***	 -1.881***
	 (0.050)	 (0.098)
Pakistan	 -0.544***	 -0.991***
	 (0.046)	 (0.083)
Turkey	 -0.616***	 –1.147***
	 (0.039)	 (0.071)
Constant	 6.750***	 7.709***
	 (0.116)	 (0.224)
Observations	 12,013	 10,898
R2	 .12	 .11

Note: Robust standard errors are in parentheses. Egypt is the reference country.
*Significant at 10%. **Significant at 5%. ***Significant at 1%.
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women, on average, are found to be more skeptical of democracy compared 
to Muslim men (Jamal, 2006; Tessler, 2002).

To demonstrate the substantive effects of selected indicators on support 
for democracy, I calculated the effects of the significant coefficients on sup-
port for democracy by increasing each variable from its minimum to its max-
imum value while holding other variables at their means. These effects are 
transformed to reflect the percentage change (increase or decrease) in the 
dependent variable and are reported in Figure 1.

Overall, the results of the pooled model lend support to all three theories; 
however, cultural and economic indicators related to modernization have 
generally stronger effects on support for democracy. The substantive effects 
of the significant predictors, especially those with an economic character 
such as income and satisfaction with finances, are larger for specific support, 
indicating that the impact of individual characteristics is more pronounced 
when tangible outcomes of a democratic regime are considered.

Perceptions of gender equality has the strongest substantive effect on spe-
cific support for democracy. For example, specific support for democracy is 

Religiosity*

Political
Islamism

Interpersonal 
Trust

Political Trust

Tolerance

Perceptions of
Gender Equality

Education

Lower 
Class Low* 

Middle

Upper 
Middle

Working 
Class
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Government

Female

Age
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Finances

–25

–20

–15

–10
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0
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20
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Modernization Control

Figure 1. Percentage change in specific and diffuse support (pooled model)

 at KANSAS STATE UNIV LIBRARIES on January 2, 2013cps.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://cps.sagepub.com/


1456		  Comparative Political Studies 43(11)

15% higher for an individual with positive opinions about gender equality 
relative to someone with negative perceptions, and this is larger than the com-
bined effect of political trust and political Islamism. It is argued that the mod-
ernization process will bring a change in the economic and social life, which 
may in turn lead to a change in attitudes. As urbanization and industrialization 
increase the social mobility and as the female employment increases, this may 
result in an attitudinal shift (Inglehart & Norris, 2003; Jamal, 2006; Mogha-
dam, 2003; Tessler, 2002), which may generate favorable attitudes toward 
democracy.

As for the objective economic conditions created by modernization, both 
education and income are significantly related to democracy. Interestingly, 
the impact of education is more pronounced for diffuse support, whereas 
wealth has a larger effect for specific support. This implies that higher levels 
of education increase favorable attitudes toward democracy in a general 
way, whereas economic status leads people to evaluate democracy based on 
its specific outcome. Regardless of the type of impact, the effects of mod-
ernization tend to generate more support for democracy at the attitudinal 
level. Other indicators of modernization theory do not appear to be impor-
tant, as the significant effects for class membership as well as the percep-
tions of government involvement are scarce and their substantive effects are 
modest.

The difference between the negative and positive ends of political trust 
generates a 9% increase in the specific support for democracy. Although this 
is a large and expected effect, it may be an artifact of measurement.11 The 
substantive effects of tolerance and interpersonal trust are modest, and the 
latter makes a difference only for specific support. More interestingly, religi-
osity has no discernable effect, whereas stronger preferences for religious 
individuals in public offices decrease diffuse support by only 2% and specific 
support by 4%. This result shows that at the attitudinal level, being a pious 
Muslim does not necessarily have a negative impact on attitudes toward 
democracy (Esposito & Mogahed, 2007; Hassan, 2008; Jamal, 2006; Rose, 
2002; Tessler, 2002).

Although the pooled models are a useful starting point, separate country 
regressions can provide more nuanced information about why Muslims sup-
port democracy in different parts of the Muslim world. Islam is certainly not 
monolithic across the board, and Muslim countries have experienced “mul-
tiple modernities” (Eisenstadt, 2000). These differences certainly may have 
an effect on individual attitudes. I present a table of significance and substan-
tive effects calculated as the percentage change in the dependent variable 
from the country regressions (for both models; see Table 3). The regression 
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results for specific and diffuse support are reported in Appendix B, and I 
mainly focus on specific support because of space limitations.

The different signs and the varying levels of substantive effects across 10 
countries demonstrate that context (in this case the variation in social, eco-
nomic, and traditional features of Islamic countries) makes a difference. 
Overall, the results of the country regressions again lend very strong support 
to cultural implications and some support to an economic interpretation of 
modernization theory. As expected, individual opinions about gender equal-
ity have positive and large substantive effects in all countries, with the excep-
tions of Pakistan (not significant), Morocco, and Nigeria (negative sign). It 
should be noted that this effect is particularly strong in wealthier countries 
with high levels of female labor force participation (e.g., Turkey and Bosnia), 
and this may be further evidence of the attitudinal change following modern-
ization. This finding is particularly interesting when considered in conjunc-
tion with the significant and negative coefficient for females. Women are less 
likely to provide specific (and diffuse) support for democracy in many parts 
of the Islamic world (i.e., Albania, Bosnia, Egypt, Indonesia, Jordan, Nigeria, 
and Turkey). It appears that in addition to the objective conditions of inequal-
ity, which arguably make women less supportive of democracy (Hoffman, 
2004; Jamal, 2006; Tessler, 2002) and hence these societies more authoritar-
ian (Donno & Russett, 2004; Fish, 2002), an attitudinal aspect of gender 
equality plays a major role in informing support for democracy (Inglehart & 
Norris, 2003). The effect of tolerance, on the other hand, is less prominent in 
south Asian countries, whereas in Albania, Morocco, and Nigeria tolerant 
attitudes change specific support for democracy by 15.4%, 13.6%, and 6.7%, 
respectively.

As for the economic implications of modernization theory, significant 
effects for class membership, particularly working class and middle class, 
are scarce and their substantive effects are generally modest. Middle class 
membership and working class membership significantly increase diffuse 
support for democracy in Turkey, Pakistan, and Bangladesh. It is interesting 
to note that working class and low middle class members are less supportive 
of democracy compared to the members of the upper class in Morocco.  
One reason for the lack of significant effects for class membership might be 
the economic dependence of members of the middle class vis-à-vis the state 
(particularly in rentier states of the Middle East; Bellin, 2002; Kamrava, 
2005; Richards & Waterbury, 2008). Perhaps, the divergent modernization 
paths may be the main reason behind this attitudinal difference across coun-
tries. To further support this idea, when the impact of individual perceptions 
of government on support for democracy is closely examined, this variable 
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becomes negative in south Asia as well as in Albania (13.3% decrease in 
specific support) and Bosnia (5.6% decrease in diffuse support). In contrast, 
citizens of Turkey, Egypt, Morocco, Nigeria, and Bosnia (for specific sup-
port) are more supportive of democracy if they desire an increased role for 
government. This difference can be attributed to historical variations such as 
the importance of state in Turkey, the colonial legacy in Pakistan and Ban-
gladesh, and the former communist rule in Bosnia.

However, there is still good support for some aspects of modernization 
theory. Lipset (1959) argued that increased education and wealth will create 
citizens who support political modernization (i.e., favor democracy). Educa-
tion has the expected positive effect in Turkey, Jordan, Nigeria (for specific 
support) and Morocco (diffuse support). However, the negative sign for edu-
cation in Bangladesh and Pakistan is puzzling.

It is also worth mentioning the effect of political trust. In Bangladesh, 
Pakistan, and Jordan, the effect of this variable makes a difference in both 
specific and diffuse modes of support (as high as 33% for specific support 
in Pakistan). Interestingly, political trust is found to be less relevant among 
Muslims living in Europe (i.e., Bosnia and Turkey). Although one needs to 
accept the limitations related to this measure, it is clear that a positive 
association between political trust and support for democracy prevails, 
particularly in south Asia and to a certain degree in Egypt. Therefore, the 
results do not completely agree with those of Jamal (2007a, 2007b) as 
political trust appears to be positively related to support for democracy 
even in some parts of the Arab world. However, the negative effect of 
social trust in Egypt and Bosnia confirms the view that this kind of trust 
may have an instrumental utility across the Muslim world (Jamal & 
Nooruddin, 2006).

Finally, the evidence in favor of Islamic values approach is scarce. Religi-
osity does not reach statistical significance in 8 of the 10 countries (for a 
similar finding, see Hoffman, 2004; Jamal, 2006; Rose, 2002; Tessler, 2002). 
This finding discredits the incompatibility thesis of Islam and democracy 
(Huntington, 1999; Kedourie, 1992). It appears that being a devout Muslim 
is not a particularly good predictor of one’s democratic orientation. The 
effect of political Islamist views is mixed, as an individual who prefers to see 
pious individuals in public offices is less supportive of democracy in Turkey 
and Bosnia and is more supportive in Pakistan and Indonesia. Turkey, vehe-
mently secular, is the only country where this variable reaches statistical sig-
nificance in the negative direction for both specific (4.3%) and diffuse 
support (13.2%). This may be the result of secularist modernization policies 
followed in this country. In contrast, the positive and strong effect of political 
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Islamism on attitudes toward democracy in Pakistan may be the result of 
orthodox religiosity in this country (Hassan, 2003).

Conclusion12

Islam is far from monolithic, and Muslim nations present significant diver-
sity with respect to their religious traditions. Despite this diversity, support 
for democracy at the individual level is remarkably high, and it appears to be 
independent of “sectarian” or theological traditions across the Muslim world. 
The evidence offered here agrees with the past research and shows that reli-
giosity is a poor predictor of democratic attitudes in the Muslim geography 
(Esposito & Mogahed, 2007; Hoffman, 2004; Jamal, 2006; Tessler, 2002).

If Islamic religiosity fails to account for the variation in support for 
democracy, then what does? And what factors are more important? My anal-
ysis showed that cultural attitudes generated by modernization and education 
have more explanatory power. However, members of the economic classes 
created by modernization may not always hold favorable orientations toward 
democracy when multiple modernities (Eisenstadt, 2000), state–society rela-
tions (e.g., relations with trade unions; Bellin, 2002; Kamrava, 2005), the 
consequences of rentierism, and the generation of divergent attitudes in the 
Muslim world are considered. Nonetheless, education and to a great extent 
the changing cultural values associated with modernization (e.g., tolerance 
and perceptions of gender equality) make this theory strongly relevant in the 
realm of attitudes. Attitudes toward gender equality are among the strongest 
predictors of individual support for democracy in the Islamic world (Ingle-
hart & Norris, 2003; Moghadam, 2003), especially in wealthier and modern-
ized nations.

Although political trust appears to be a positive and important predictor in 
many parts of the Muslim world including Jordan and Egypt, social trust is 
not a good indicator in explaining support for democracy. Thus, rather than 
having a nondemocratic utility (Jamal & Nooruddin, 2006), it may have no 
utility whatsoever in the Arab and non-Arab countries.

The high levels of support for democracy in Muslim countries with 
authoritarian regimes, Arab or non-Arab, show that if there was a transition 
to democracy in these countries, regardless of their Islamic values, the pub-
lic would mostly be ready for such a regime change. Furthermore, a bottom-
up approach supporting economic development, education, and female 
empowerment rather down a top-down approach imposing institutions may 
be more instrumental in fostering and maintaining democratic attitudes in 
the Muslim world.
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Appendix A
Table of Independent Variables and Descriptive Statistics

Specific support: 6.90 (1.14), range = 6
Diffuse support: 8.37 (1.97), range = 9
Religiosity: 5.23 (1.74), range = 8
“Apart from weddings, funerals and christenings, about how often do you attend 

religious services these days?” (1 = never, 7 = more than once a week)
Political Islamism: 4.03 (1.25), range = 4.79
“Politicians who do not believe in God are unfit for public office” (4 = strongly 

disagree, 3 = disagree, 2 = agree, 1 = strongly agree).
Perception of government: 6.56 (2.96), range = 10.33
“Now I’d like you to tell me your views on various issues. How would you place 

your views on this scale (1–10)?”
“People should take more responsibility to ensure that everyone is provided for” (1).
“The government should take more responsibility to provide for themselves” (10).
Perception of class membership (dummy variables)
“People sometimes describe themselves as belonging to the working class, the 

middle class, or the upper or lower class. Would you describe yourself as 
belonging to the: 1. upper class, 2. upper middle class, 3. lower middle class, 4. 
working class, 5. lower class?”

Interpersonal trust: 0.29 (0.45), range = dummy variable
“Generally speaking, would you say that most people can be trusted or that you 

need to be very careful in dealing with people?”
(0 = need to be very careful, 1 = most people can be trusted)
Political trust (index of four items): 10.16 (3.04), range = 13.34
“I am going to name a number of organizations. For each one, could you tell me 

how much confidence you have in them: Is it a great deal of confidence (4), quite 
a lot of confidence (3), not very much confidence (2), or none at all (1)? The 
government in your capital, political parties, parliament, the civil service.”

Social tolerance (index of two items): 1.27 (0.81), range = 2
“On this list are various groups of people. Could you please sort out any that 

you would not like to have as neighbors? (0 = do not want to see, 1 = would like 
to see one group, 2 = I would like to see both groups): people of a different race, 
immigrants/foreign workers.”

Perceptions of gender equality (an index of the following items, all items range 
between 1 and 4; the items were reversed based on the wording to create an 
index of negative to positive perceptions): 6.40 (1.97), range = 9.51

“Do you agree or disagree with the following statements?” (strongly agree, agree, 
disagree, strongly disagree)

“When jobs are scarce, men should have more right to a job than a woman.”
“On the whole, men make better political leaders than women do.”
“A university education is more important for a boy than for a girl.”

Note: For each variable, the first number is the imputed mean and the number in parentheses 
is the standard error. A list of all variables and descriptive statistics for imputed and 
nonimputed values can be found on the author’s webpage.
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Notes

  1.	 Some students of Islam and democracy have argued that even controlling for the 
level of economic development and religion, Islamic countries are less demo-
cratic (Fish, 2002). Donno and Russett (2004) accept parts of this argument but 
challenge the causal link by pointing to an Arab exceptionalism. Ross (2008), on 
the other hand, puts the blame on oil rather than the Islamic tradition in regard to 
the women’s depression in the Muslim world.

  2.	 A group of scholars take a Weberian approach to argue that Islam (or certain faiths 
for that matter) and democracy are mutually exclusive and that the most important 
features of liberal democracy are foreign to Islamic thinking (Fukuyama, 1992; 
Huntington, 1999; Kedourie, 1992; Kim, 1997; Lipset, 1994). Some scholars have 
criticized this pejorative understanding of Islam by providing a doctrinal argument 
incorporating concepts such as ijtihad (informed rational judgment), ijma (con-
sensus), and shura (consultation) to show that the two concepts are compatible 
(Esposito & Voll, 1996; Hefner, 2000; Khan, 2005).

  3.	 Within these countries, only those who identified themselves as Muslims are  
included. Iran was excluded because of the lack of some key variables employed 
in the analysis.

  4.	 The Human Development Index is the normalized measure of life expectancy, 
literacy, education, standard of living, and GDP per capita, and it rank orders 
countries from highest to lowest based on their score.

  5.	 To capture multiple dimensions of attitudes (for independent and dependent vari-
ables), I used indices where more than one item was available. Factor analysis was 
used to confirm which items best fit these indices. In all factor analyses conducted, 
any item with a factor loading greater than .50 on the underlying dimension was 
retained to construct the relevant index.
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  6.	 All five items have a 4-point scale ranging from strongly agree to strongly dis-
agree (the last item has the same scale with response categories ranging from 
very bad to very good). The response categories were ordered from negative to 
positive.

  7.	 According to Easton (1965, p. 437), diffuse support is a general evaluation of 
the system and represents the long-term attachments to certain political objects, 
whereas specific support refers to an immediate, short-term evaluation related to 
the output produced by an object of a political system.

  8.	 The analysis was also conducted using the nonimputed samples. Although there 
are some minor differences, the results generally hold. These results are available 
on request.

  9.	 One problem related to this technique is the imputation of nonsensical (e.g., nega-
tive income) values or numbers that fall out of the range of the response scale. 
The results were carefully checked after imputation, and the amount of nonsensi-
cal values was not significant. For some variables (e.g., income), negative values 
were replaced with zero. Because the number of negative values does not exceed 
35 cases in the most extreme case, the replacement should not affect the estima-
tion results. No imputation was carried for dependent variables.

10.	 I report the results for both specific and diffuse support but focus on the interpre-
tation of former because of space limitations. I draw references to diffuse support 
when the results disagree.

11.	 To control for this, I also ran the cross-sectional and country regressions without 
“political trust,” and the results did not change. In addition, political trust is not 
strongly correlated with the dependent variables in the pooled and country-specific 
samples. The pooled model is weighted.

12.	 I thank the anonymous reviewers for pointing to some of the issues raised in the 
conclusion.
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