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INTRODUCTION 

 

The compatibility of Islam and Democracy is an issue that has been recently questioned by 

today’s society, given the situation in which we are currently immersed. Even though for the 

last fifty years one hundred countries in Europe, Asia, Latin America, and the rest of the world 

have adopted a democratic model, there are certain countries mainly located in the Middle East 

and Africa that have failed to join these waves of democratization. These countries happen to 

have a dominant Muslim population, which is the reason why the compatibility of Islam and 

democracy is put into question. 

The definition taken for democracy in this paper is “a regime in which all qualified citizens 

vote at regular intervals to choose among different alternatives who will be in charge of setting 

the state’s policies”. The term democracy is related with the protection of human rights, and 

freedoms. Having a right idea of what democracy means, the different elements that affect its 

success or failure can be analyzed.  

On the first hand, the role of religion is examined, as religion is popularly thought to be 

determinant in the adoption of a specific political regime. Given that most Western countries 

that have a democratic regime have Christian roots, while many Middle East and North-African 

authoritarian countries have Islamic roots, the role of religion has been scrutinized over time, 

in order to give an explanation to this phenomenon.  Other factors that have been analyzed in 

the study are the history of Islam , the division and disputes arisen between the two branches 

of this religion and the theological underpinnings of Islam and its religious beliefs concerning 

democracy. Due to the lack of a religious authority, there is controversy among Muslims 

concerning the interpretation of Islam, and that’s why we can find two opposing groups, one 

supporting democracy and another one that rejects it. Both argumentations are supported by 
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different texts and fragments of the Qur’an and Sharia Law, which are explained with more 

detail in the paper. Hence, the position of Islam concerning democracy is not clear. 

Other elements taken into account in the study are the attitude of Muslims toward democracy, 

which is increasingly positive as time goes by, and the social, political and economic context, 

that have not favored the existence of a democratic model in most Islamic regions. In the end, 

it is not Islam in itself what hinders the development of democracies is Muslim countries, but 

specially the poor economic development. 

As we know, democracy is today in its greatest splendor. This political system, which is 

considered by many as the optimal model for political organization, experienced a huge rise 

during the past century. In fact, through the past fifty years, one hundred countries in Europe, 

Asia, Latin America and Sub-Saharan Africa have moved to the democracy column (Pew 

Research Center, 2005). However, the Middle East has failed to join these waves of 

democratization. Nowadays, the region is the less democratic in the world. And even though 

some attempts have been made to bring democracy into the Middle East, they have failed. Even 

more, it seems that the situation is getting worse every day due to the ongoing civil wars and 

sectarian violence.  

 

 

As the table shows, the Middle East & North Africa region is the less democratic in the world. 

However, the question lies on what causes this lack of democracy. Some argue that it is due to 

the religious beliefs of Islam, which are incompatible with democracy. In this paper, we attempt 

to discover the real cause of why Muslim countries do not have democracies. To achieve that, 

we analyze the theological underpinnings of Islam and its relation with democracy. In addition, 

we study the current political and socio-economic context of Muslim nations to determine how 

it affects the democratic process.  

First of all, we must define the dependent variable of our study, which is democracy. The 

concept of democracy is mainly western. Specifically, it was born in the Ancient Greece, 

around the year 508 BC. We chose the following definition, from the well-known political 

scientist W. Phillips Shively: “Democracy is a regime in which all qualified citizens vote at 

regular intervals to choose among different alternatives who will be in charge of setting the 

Rank Region Countries Democracy 

Index  

Full 

Democracies 

Flawed 

Democracies 

Hybrid 

Regimes 

Authoritarian 

Regimes 

1 North America 2 8.59 2 0 0 0 

2 Western Europe 21 8.44 15 5 1 0 

3 Latin America & 

Caribbean 

24 6.36 2 14 7 1 

4 Asia & Australia 28 5.56 4 10 7 7 

5 Eastern Europe 28 5.51 1 14 6 7 

6 Sub-Saharan Africa 44 4.33 1 10 9 24 

7 Middle East & 

North Africa 

20 3.73 0 1 7 12 

  World 167           
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state’s policies”. Democracy is also frequently related with the protection basic human rights 

such as freedom of speech, religion, or protection under law among others. Democracies are 

also committed to the values of tolerance, cooperation and compromise (Tilly, 2007) 

After trying to define what a democracy is, we proceed to analyze the different 

elements that affect the success or failure of a democracy. 

 

THE ROLE OF RELIGION 

  

Religion is one of the factors that influences the view toward political regimes. As we know, 

most Western countries consider democracy as the best political system, and at the same time 

it coincides that most of the West have Christian roots. On the contrary, Middle East countries 

are largely Muslims and virtually none of them has a real democratic regime. We could think 

that religion, in specific Christianity, causes democracy while Islam rejects it. In fact, Alexis 

de Tocqueville, who was, and still is, Americans’ favorite thinker of Democracy, said that 

democracy and its success depend on Christianity. He stated that Christianity is, compared to 

all the religious doctrines, “the one that most favors liberty and equality.” Even though the 

Bible does not impose a democratic government, the fundamental principle of democracy is 

biblical: the equality of all the people, which is reiterated in many passages of the bible like 

Deuteronomy 10.17 and 16.19, Luke 20.21, Acts 10.34, and Psalms 82.2. 

 

However, Christianity has not always been  as Tocqueville describes it. In fact, for centuries, 

Christianity was the antithesis of democracy since popes and kings held the political power and 

used the name of God to legitimize their actions. Obviously, this structure was not compatible 

with democracy. If we take a glance at Medieval History, it can be noticed how the 

Caesaropapism impregnated most of those decades. Monarchs ruled by the idea of the “divine 

right”, which promoted the figures of kings that had control over their own kingdoms and over 

the Church. It was in 1122, with the Condordat of Worms, when the Investiture Controversy -

the conflict that rose from the power that monarchs had to appoint local church officials- was 

put to an end. 

 

The separation of church and state came in the century of European Enlightenment when 

thinkers like Descartes, Locke, Kant, Voltaire, Rousseau, and later Marx, Schopenhauer, and 

Sartre, challenged the traditional approach of religious ideologies and politics. However, 

Martin Luther’s1 contribution in the separation of the secular and the divine power cannot be 

left aside, as the Reformation marked the beginning of conception of the separation between 

church and State.  

 

Hence, Christianity and Judaism are not less inheritors of this centralized power justified by 

religion. However, unlike Islam, they were secularized due to the new liberal ideas that 

emerged during the Eighteenth Century. In all traditions, there are intellectual and ideological 

                                                           
1 Madison to Schaeffer, 1821. 1865. pp. 242–243. 

https://books.google.com/?id=I6tLmjLqRfAC&pg=PA242&lpg=PA242&dq=madison+luther+%22led+the+way%22#PPA242,M1
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resources that can provide the justification for absolute monarchy or for democracy (Ben-Meir, 

2013). For that reason, we must carefully study the fundaments of religions and how it is related 

to politics. 

 

HISTORY OF ISLAM 

 

To begin our study on the relationship of Islam and democracy, we must first analyze the 

history of Islam and the context in which it developed. The history of the Middle East and the 

whole world changed in the Seventh Century when, in the impoverished region of Arabia, a 

man called Muhammad founded the Islam. At that time, the Arabian Peninsula was home of 

several nomad tribes that worshiped spirits and nature. The pre-Islamic religion in Arabia 

consisted of indigenous polytheistic beliefs, along with ancient Arabian Christianity, Nestorian 

Christianity, Judaism and Zoroastrianism. Those tribes did not have any written code of laws 

nor institutions in charge of organizing society. They were not even close to their Byzantine 

and Persian neighbors, in the sense that they were not as powerful as those empires. In that 

context, Muhammad created an army and conquered vast territories in the region, expanding 

Islam with it. The mission of expanding Islam had huge success, since they conquered the 

Sassanid Persian Empire, Egypt, Syria and the North of Africa. After sixty years, in AD 711, 

the Muslim army had crossed into Spain. Muhammad was not only the source of divine 

revelation, he was also the leader of an army and a governor over the lands conquered. He was 

a religious, politic, and military leader. In short, the entire Muslim community hinged on him. 

The fact that the Islam was highly centralized since its origins contributed to shape the Muslim 

identity and the view of Muslim world towards politics. Since the beginning, religion and 

politics were closely related. Therefore, Muslims have never conceived such concept as a 

secular state, in which religion and politics are strictly separated. (Voll)  

After the death of the Prophet Muhammad in AD 632 his father-in-law, Abu Bakr, succeeded 

him as the leader of the Umma, or Muslim community, and established a caliphate. The four 

subsequent caliphs are considered as the rightly guided caliphs. However, the conflict begun 

right after the death of the caliph Umar. A part of the population believed that the next Caliph 

should be a man with direct blood lineage to the Prophet Muhammad. According to them, Ali, 

the son-in-law of Muhammad, was the legitimate caliph. On the contrary, most Muslims argued 

that the leader of the Caliphate had to be an exemplary man elected by the community. The 

defeat and assassination of Ali lead to the first and only great division in Islam: between the 

Sunnis, or “people of the Sunnah” and the Shi’ites or “partisans of Ali”. The great majority of 

Muslims, around a 90%, are Sunni. The Shi’ites are a minority since they make up only the 

10% of the Muslim population. The division of both branches continues nowadays and it is the 

cause of violent sectarian conflicts (Mansfield, 2010). 

UNDERSTANDING ISLAM 

Every religion is inevitable influenced by the culture and context in which it exists. Islam is 

not the exception since it is closely related with the Arab culture. Hence, sometimes is difficult 

to know whether some attitudes are influenced by religion or culture. Thus, religion and social 

context have been separated in this paper to analyze only the theological underpinnings of 
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Islam and its religious beliefs concerning democracy. In this way, we can know if the conflict 

with democracy is due to religion or socio-economic factors.  

First, it is imperative to understand which the main message of Islam is: that there is one and 

only one God, that this God is single and unified. For Islam, Allah (Arab for “the One God of 

the universe”) is present in all of our thoughts, words and actions; he is part of every aspect of 

our lives. Being a Muslim is to submitting to the will of Allah. In fact, the world Islam means 

“submission to Allah” and Muslim is “the one who submits to Allah” (Estes). 

Muslims consider Islam as the final evolution of the “Religions of the Book”; Judaism and 

Christianity, which were going astray. Hence, the purpose of Allah was to restore faith to the 

right path. To do so, he used the Prophet Muhammad as a channel to transmit his message. 

This means that for Muslims the Qur’an or “Recitation” is literally the word of God; it is the 

direct speech of God in Arabic. The Qur’an touches on virtually every aspect of life and 

society, being like a guideline to live the perfect life. The other source of doctrine is the Sunnah 

or the sayings and actions of Muhammad. These two documents are the basis of Islamic 

theology and Muslims use them as a guide to live in accordance with the teachings of Allah 

(Hooker, 1997). 

One of the greatest problems Islam faces is the lack of a religious authority. In opposition to 

Catholics, there is no clear hierarchy nor a legitimate authority to interpret the sacred texts. 

This creates huge controversy among Muslims, since different schools of thought have their 

own interpretation of Islam. Thus, the analysis of Islam’s theology becomes very difficult due 

to the existence of several perspectives and points of view. 

Viewed itself as the right doctrine, Islam when strictly interpreted shuts down the door to ideas 

with no Islamic foundations. In order to introduce new ideas in Muslim societies, it is necessary 

to show some relation or compatibility with Islamic values. (Garnham, 1995) Concerning 

democracy, neither the Qur’an nor the Sunnah make a direct reference to it. Hence, scholars 

and intellectuals have debated heatedly about whether or not it is desirable to adopt this non-

Islamic idea to organize societies in which Muslims live.  

This debate has divided contemporary intellectuals in two main currents: the reformists and the 

traditionalists. Reformists, the most important reformists were Jamal al-Din al-Aghani, 

Muhammad Abdu, Rashid Rida, and Rifat al-Tahtawi, and they assert that it is possible to 

remain Muslim while acquiring new ideas. They also believe that the only problem is that 

Muslims have failed to understand these ideas and to harmonize them with Islam. For them, 

western ideas and values are utterly compatible with Islam. However, Islam promotes those 

same values under different terms and concepts (Garnham, 1995). For example, al-Tahtawi 

claimed that “what is called freedom in Europe is exactly what is defined in our religion as 

justice (adl), right (haqq), consultation (shura) and equality (musawat)... This is because the 

rule of law and democracy consist of imparting justice and right to the people, and the nation’s 

participation in determining its destiny” (Enayat, 1988). What they say then, is that all 

democratic principles are found in Islam but with different terminology.  

In addition, some Muslims state that democracy is related with Islam’s most basic roots and 

traditions. For instance, Muhammad and all members (women included) of the community 
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gathered in the Medina Mosque to discuss and seek consensus on the problems that the Umma 

was facing. Moreover, the principle of Shura (mutual consultation) is considered as the main 

root precept of Islam on the model of social organization, which, as an organ of participation 

of all members of the Islamic community in collective decisions, is the starting point for a 

fruitful dialogue between the Islamic way of social organization and democratic model. 

(Teslima al-Jerrahi, 2007) The principle of Shura is stated in the Qur’an when Allah encourages 

Muslims to conduct their affairs by mutual consultation (Sura Ash-Shūraá, 38). Another verse 

reflects democratic principles as it says, Take counsel with them in the conduct of affairs (Sura 

Al-i-Imran, 159). 

Pro-democracy intellectuals also argue that a democratic system is necessary to comply with 

the Islamic principle that all men are created equal and thus a system that denies equality is 

anti-Islamic. This is a response to the Arab monarchs in Saudi Arabia, Oman, Jordan… among 

others, who use religion to legitimize their power (Espositol & Voll, 1996).  A Sudanese 

intellectual, Abdelwahab El-Affendi, expressed this idea in a publication of Islam21c: 

“No Muslim questions the sovereignty of God or the rule of Shari’ah [the Islamic 

legal path]. However, most Muslims do (and did) have misgivings about any claims 

by one person that he is sovereign. The sovereignty of one man contradicts the 

sovereignty of God, for all men are equal in front of God. . . . Blind obedience to 

one-man rule is contrary to Islam.” (El-Affendi, 2000) 

On the contrary, traditionalists or fundamentalists scholars argue that Islam and democracy are 

not compatible. The main reason to conclude this is that, according to them, Western 

democracy has put sovereignty on people instead of God. Abul al-Mawdudi, one of the most 

influential ideologists of the Twentieth Century, criticized democracy because it has put man 

in ‘God’s Throne’, by allowing them to create laws based solely on the desire of the majority. 

Democracy provides people the ability to fulfill any desire, even if it is contrary to God’s 

teachings. Thus, laws in democratic countries, its principles and regulations of ethical and 

social issues are constructed upon the desire of the majority, without following any objective 

set of moral values. For al Mawdudi, only Allah is sovereign since it controls people’s life and 

manages world affairs. Hence, he believes that no elected body should have authority over 

God’s law (Abu al-Mawdudi, 1978). 

Al-Mawdudi resumed his argument at the end of his book “Islam and modern civilization”: 

“I say to the Muslims openly that Secular national Democracy is in opposition 

to your religious belief, and if you succumb to it, this would be like leaving the 

Book of God behind you... The Islam that you believe in differs substantially 

from this despicable order, resists its very spirit, and fights against its basic 

principle.” (Abu al-Mawdudi, 1978) 

In addition, other thinkers like Syyid Qutb, who was the leading theoretician of the Muslim 

Brotherhood, rejected democracy and considered it a infidelity to Islam. According to him, 

Islamic States should be based solely on the Qur’an since it is a complete moral and legal 

system and thus no further legislation is needed. (Qutb, 1988) 
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A disciple of Qutb, Said Hawwa, denies any relationship between democracy and shura 

(consultation). Moreover, he thinks both concepts are actually opposites since shura only 

denotes “consultation by the ruler with a group of persons in regard to the interpretation of 

a certain point of Islamic Law” (Hawwa, 1977). 

As we have seen, both traditionalists and reformists rely on theological arguments to support 

or condemn democracy in the Muslim world. However, it is difficult to determine which is 

the prevalent current and how they will evolve in the future. Again, the analysis is hampered 

by the lack of a religious authority to accept or reject different theories and points of view. 

Hence, we cannot clearly know what exactly Islam says about democracy, only what 

theologians have interpreted about it. 

An additional problem concerning democracy and Islam is the controversial Islamic law or 

Sharia. As mentioned before, the Qur’an is the main text of Islam and the main source of 

consultation. However, due to the antiquity of the text, it is often insufficient to cover 

modern issues. For that reason, Muslim scholars and intellectuals developed Sharia several 

hundred years after the death of Muhammad based on the words of the Qur’an and the 

sayings, actions, and behaviors of the Prophet (Hadith). Several schools of thought emerged, 

each one having its own interpretation of Sharia and each shaped by its local customs and 

traditions. In Sunni Islam appeared groups like the Hanbali, Maliki, Shafi'i, and Hanafi. 

While the Shiites developed the Ja'fari school (Johnson & Aly Sergie, 2014) . 

The word Sharia is the Arabic for "path", and it is a compilation of laws, which guides all 

aspects of Muslim life, including daily routines, familial and religious obligations, and 

financial dealings. However, due to the various interpretations of how a Muslim should live, 

the Sharia is not always applied equally. Nevertheless, the Sharia influences the legal codes 

of most Muslim countries, at greater or lesser extent (Johnson & Aly Sergie, 2014). 

The Sharia, when applied strictly, is in direct contradiction with democracy and the values 

associated to it. This is mainly due to absence of equality, tolerance and freedom of thought. 

Under Sharia Law, women and non-Muslims are treated as inferiors or second-class citizens. 

Under a system in which not everyone is treated as equal, democracy cannot be instituted. 

(Billion Bibles Organization, 2015) As Michael Curtis wrote: 

“Sharia Law is discriminatory against women and children, denying them 

rights that have been won over the last two centuries in democratic countries. 

Muslim women, treated as inferiors, are often not allowed to take advantage of 

the protection from discrimination or abuse provided by the secular courts. 

They are often pressured by their families to go to tribunals where the principles 

of Sharia law are applied” (Curtis, 2012). 

Nevertheless, in order to address new issues and problems, Sharia jurists rely on the 

decisions and reflections applied by previous scholars. The consensus of the Umma or 

Muslim community is also determinant to define the law. For those reasons, Sharia is not 

enforced at the same degree through Muslims countries. In fact, only Saudi Arabia employs 

a strict interpretation of Sharia, while in the majority of Muslims country it is recognized 

only as a source of law (Johnson & Aly Sergie, 2014). This means that Sharia Law could be 
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open to modifications and interpretations. Hence, Sharia Law could be compatible with 

democracy if in the future liberal Muslims call for a change in the way is enforced nowadays.  

At the end, religion provides justification for any type of political regime depending on the 

interpretation of intellectuals and theologians. However, not all of them coincide in their 

interpretations. While some advocate for democracy others fiercely reject it, but all of them 

use theological arguments. Hence, it is not clear the position of Islam concerning 

democracy.  

MUSLIMS ATTITUDE TOWARD DEMOCRACY 

Despite the opinion of imams and intellectuals, polls have shown that most Muslims support 

democratic values and prefer democracy to authoritarian governments. A poll conducted by 

the Pew Research Center showed that a solid majority of Muslims preferred democracy in key 

nations like Egypt, Tunisia, Jordan and Pakistan. They do not only support the general concept 

of democracy, they also advocate for fair elections and freedom of speech (Pew Research 

Center, 2012). 

At the same time, most of them want a large role for Islam in political life. The degree of 

influence varies depending on the country. However, they all share the common view that laws 

should reflect Islamic values and beliefs. The fact that Muslims want both Democracy and 

Islamic laws reflect that it is possible a new model of democracy in which Islam plays an 

important role in legislating laws. This would not be surprising, since all nations want to reflect 

the values they share in their laws. One example is the drafting of the European Constitution 

in which many states wanted ‘Christian values’ to appear explicitly somewhere in the document 

(Castle, 2003). 

 

 

The desire for democracy was largely observed during the Arab Spring in 2011. Young Arab 

and Muslims went out to the streets to protest against the oppressive regimes, claiming more 

economic opportunities and civil liberties. Samir Yousi, an expert in the Middle East, explained 

the essence of the Arab Spring:  
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Their demands were simple: a better life, and a better future. Their demands never had 

a religious dimension. No one ever demanded a return to Sharia. On the contrary, the 

demands were secular and liberal in their nature. They demanded a real democracy, an 

end to corruption and a fair economic establishment (Yousi, 2012) 

The Arab Spring proved two important things. First, that democracy could be compatible 

with Islam since their petitions were only economic progress and fair elections. Religion 

was never an issue in the uprisings. Second, that a new generation of liberal Muslims, 

influenced by the new technologies and western ideas, is emerging in the Arab World. 

Perhaps in the future they could achieve the final harmonization between democracy and 

Islamic values.  

SOCIO-POLITICAL CONTEXT 

Even though many Muslims want a democracy, the reality is that none of the Muslim nations 

have a democracy in the Western sense of the word. The question is what reason prevents 

democracy to flourish in Islamic countries. A purely theological analysis would ignore all 

those factors that determine the way in which a religion develops and shapes through 

history. Our analysis on the relationship between Islam and democracy would be incomplete 

if we do not take into account the political, geographic, economic and social context in 

which Islam exists.  

Nowadays Islam is spread all around the world, and it is a dominant religion in the Middle 

East, North Africa, the Horn of Africa, the Sahel, and some other Asiatic parts. We will proceed 

to study the socio-political context in The Middle East, as It is the majoritarian Muslim area. 

This region the most turbulent, conflictive, and unstable region of the world. Dictators and 

monarchs govern in all Muslim nations. Daily life is defined by civil wars, terrorist attacks, 

sectarian violence, and governmental oppression. The regimes do not respect human rights and 

civil liberties are virtually non-existent. In addition, the majority of the population live under 

poor economic conditions and illiteracy rates are high (United Nations Children's Fund, 2013). 

Obviously, it is extremely difficult for democracy to flourish in this context. Perhaps one of 

the most important factors that impede democracy is the fact that all Muslim countries are ruled 

by autocrats. Some regimes are monarchies, as is the case of Saudi Arabia, Jordan, Oman, 

Kuwait, Morocco, etc. Others are one-party republics like Syria and Iraq. But what they all 

share is the repression carried out on the population, denying civil liberties and preventing other 

actors to participate in the politics (World Regions Project, 2014). 

According to a report by the Economist Intelligence Unit, “the enormous oil rents are the means 

by which many governments in the region have entrenched autocratic rule. Rulers can finance 

far-reaching patronage networks and security apparatuses. Oil revenue removes the need to 

levy taxes, thereby reducing accountability. Civil society is very weak throughout most of the 

region” (The Economist Intelligence Unit, 2012). 

According to the democracy index, this area, along with the North of Africa, is the least 

democratic of the world. However, this the lack of democracy cannot be attributed only to the 
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religion of Islam. Obviously, political factors and history greatly shape the situation of 

democracy in the region. 

ECONOMIC SITUATION 

Another factor that contributes to the inexistence of democracy in the Middle East is its current 

economic situation. As we know, democracies are frequent among the economically developed 

countries and rare among the very poor ones. The question, however, is why developed 

countries tend to be democracies and poor countries do not? Some people think it is due to the 

modernization theory, which states that democracies are more likely to emerge as countries 

become economically developed. However, this theory cannot explain the huge economic 

development of countries like China, Kuwait, Qatar or the Arab Emirates, which grew under 

authoritarian governments. Moreover, these countries do not seem to be moving toward a 

democratic regime or having any political change. Hence, we can say that economic 

development is not always a determinant factor in the democratization process.  

History has taught us that democracies may emerge for many reasons. Democracies could 

appear due to civil wars, social uprisings, foreign invasions, nationalist movements, 

international pressure, or the dead of a dictator. However, the main problem is to sustain the 

new democratic regime over time. Several countries fail to stabilize democracy and quickly 

fall again into authoritarian governments. This is true for the Middle East, where the invasion 

of the US in Iraq or the Arab Spring have failed to establish a true democracy.  

A research conducted by Adam Przeworski concluded that the main factor that determines the 

survival of a democracy is the level of prosperity in the country, as measured by per capita 

income. Przeworski counted instances of survival and death of political regimes in 135 

countries observed annually between 1950 and 1990 for a total of 4,318 country-years, and 

found that poverty is a fatal enemy of democracy: "poor democracies, particularly those with 

annual per-capita income of less than $1,000, are extremely fragile: based on our study, the 

probability that one will die during a particular year is 0.12", or that it "can be expected to last 

an average of 8.5 years”. He found that since 1946 alone forty-seven democracies collapsed in 

poorer countries. In contrast, thirty-five democracies spent 1046 years in wealthier countries 

and not one died (Przeworski, 2004). 

 

As we can see in the table, the probabilities of a democratic regime being overthrown decreases 

as the income per capita increases. In other words, that if for any reason a democratic regime 

is established in a rich countries, it will surely survey. However, in poor countries it is likely 

to be overthrow. It is important to note that the survival of an authoritarian regime is not 

dependent of income level. This could also explain why some countries in the Middle East like 

Qatar or Kuwait became rich due to oil exportation and remained as monarchies. 
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What is about democracy that might make its survival peculiarly dependent on prosperity? The 

rationale behind this can be explained by the economic concept of risk aversion. In wealthy 

societies, there is too much at stake in turning against a democratic result and thus people 

prefers to accept the democratic result. However, poor societies have little to lose if they revolt 

and lose. For that reason, groups are more willing to overthrown a democratically elected 

government, since they will be better off. As income level increases there is more to lose and 

thus people is less prone to revolution. In other words, wealthy societies risk far more than poor 

societies. Hence, since people is risk adverse, wealthy societies will prefer to accept the 

outcome of elections instead of overthrowing it (Shively, 2012). 

 

This is important for our analysis of Muslim countries since it can help to explain the failure 

of democracy in the Middle East. Even though there have been attempts to promote democracy 

in Muslim countries they have not been successful and autocratic governments are still the 

trend. After World War II, several countries gained independence from France and Great 

Britain and became republics. Some examples are Algeria, Lebanon, Syria, Tunisia, Yemen, 

and Egypt. However, they all soon fell in authoritarian governments. Moreover, the US 

intervention in Iraq tried to promote democracy there but also failed. Following the argument 

of Przeworski, the reason for the continuing failures may be the economic situation of those 

countries. As we can see in the charts below, the incomes per capita in Middle East countries 

are much lower compared to those in European democratic countries. This supports the 

argument that poor countries, such as those in the Middle East, are less likely to be democracies 

(World Regions Project, 2014).  
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Here it is important to remark that in the case of some Middle East countries the income per 

capita is not the best indicator for economic development. This is because the high revenues 

coming from the exportation of oil biases the outcome. However, in most of these oil-based 

economies the revenues are shared among a few in the elites and thus creating great inequality. 

This is true for the countries in the Persian Gulf, especially Qatar, Kuwait, United Arab 

Emirates, Oman, among others. This means that even though the income per capita is high, the 

majority of the population may have lower incomes and live in worst conditions. Hence, to 

properly measure the economic development we should as well se the Gini coefficient, which 

measures inequality. However, the lack of data from the Middle East countries difficulties the 

analysis (Posner & Weyl, 2014). 

CONCLUSION 

After analyzing all the issues surrounding Islam, we have found that the lack of democracy in 

Muslim countries is not due to Islamic beliefs. Like all religions, Islam can be used to justify 

anti-democratic behavior, as they do the monarchies and Islamist parties. The main obstacles 

for democracy to flourish in the regions where Islam is spread are: authoritarian regimes and 

poor economic development. Moreover, the Arab Spring has shown the world that the Muslim 

world is ready to embrace democracy. It is the task of the new young Muslims to end religious 

fundamentalism and politicization of Islam in order to create a true Islamic democracy. 

Perhaps, in the not too distant future, we may see a new tolerant, free, and democratic Islamic 

World. 
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