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al). They were conducted face to face in six countries: 

Egypt, Saudi Arabia (KSA), Lebanon, Morocco, Jor-

dan, and the United Arab Emirates (UAE).  Six annual 

surveys were conducted in 2002-2008, ranging in size 

from 3300 to 4046 participants, representing a sample 

of urban, educated populations in each country.1 Ad-

ditional surveys are planned for the next two years. 

analyzing oPinion trenDs

Although a sustained Hamas-Fatah division without a 

major peace breakthrough will inevitably impact Arab 

perceptions of the Palestinian issue, an analysis of the 

trends in the past six years, as well as demographic 

analysis of the 2006 poll, indicates that the Arab-Israeli 

conflict remains a central issue for most Arabs. Despite 

Iraq and increasing Sunni-Shiite tensions, the Arab-

Israeli issue remains the prism through which most 

Arabs view the world.

 

Following the rise of the second Intifada in the fall of 

2000 and the debate about the extent to which the Arab 

public cared about the Palestine issue, I began asking a 

number of questions to test possible change and varia-

tion in Arab attitudes. Some of these were direct ques-

tions, others were indirect measures. One of the ques-

tions asked the participants directly to rank the Palestine 

issue in their priorities. This question followed a method 

In the past five years, news in the Arab world has 

been dominated by mostly painful stories from Iraq.  

In the Gulf region, many Arabs are caught between a 

crumbling Iraq and the rising influence of Iran and 

have focused on Shiite-Sunni sectarianism—while at 

the same time enjoying economic vibrancy driven by 

high oil prices and domestic investments. The Lebanese 

have suffered from the 2006 war with Israel and the 

ensuing domestic crisis. Egyptians and other Arabs 

are hurting from rising food prices, and the tragedy in 

Darfur continues to grab attention. Has all this eclipsed 

concern about the Palestinians? To what extent do 

Arabs still care about the Arab-Israeli conflict?

In this paper, I will analyze some of the emerging 

trends in public attitudes and whether there has been 

a change over time in the degree to which Arabs assign 

importance to this issue. The aim is not only to analyze 

how the ranking of the Palestinian issue has changed 

in Arab public opinion but also to study the ramifi-

cations for Arab perceptions of the divide between 

Hamas and Fatah, between the government appointed 

by President Mahmoud Abbas in Ramallah and the 

Hamas-appointed government in Gaza.  In addition, I 

will analyze Arab public attitudes toward Israel, Israeli 

power, and the prospect of Middle East peace. The 

analysis in this paper is primarily based on six public 

opinion surveys I completed (with Zogby Internation-

1 For information on these polls, please visit www.sadat.umd.edu.
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important markers for testing variation and change. We 

now have data from six years, and therefore an ability to 

analyze change and variation with reference to events 

of the day.3 The following graphs indicate the trends 

among those who answered that the issue was the top 

priority or in the top three. 

I had used (with Jon Krosnick) in 19952 to study public 

opinion in the United States, with the strong belief that 

how people rank an issue in their priorities is central to 

knowing whether or not their opinion matters much in 

politics. Although it is clear that one cannot always ac-

cept these subjective answers at face value, they provide 

Importance of palestIne among non-palestInIan arabs
How important is the issue of palestine in your priorities?

(respondents who answered “most important” or “top three”)
6-country total

73% 73%

89%
86%

73%

69%

2002 2003 2004 2005 2006 2008

2  “U.S. Public Attitudes Toward Israel: A Study of the Attentive and Issue Publics,” International Studies Quarterly, winter 1995-1996 (by Jon Krosnick 
and Shibley Telhami).

3  Please note that the question in 2002 was asked slightly differently and thus the comparison should be assessed cautiously. The other five years, the 
question was repeated exactly the same way. In 2002, the participants were asked to rank the issue in their priorities on a scale from 1 to 5. Since then, 
the question has been consistently: How important is the Palestinian issue in your priorities? (The top priority, in the top three issues, in the top five 
issues, or not in the top five issues?) Also, in 2002, the poll didn’t include Morocco and Jordan. Since then the poll was conducted every year in the same 
six countries.  Note that there was no 2007 poll as the 2006 poll took place in the fall and the 2008 poll early in the year.

66%

86%

49%

75%

88%

Importance of palestIne among non-palestInIan arabs
How important is the issue of palestine in your priorities?

(respondents who answered “most important” or “top three”)
egypt

2003 2004 2005 2006 2008
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Importance of Palestine Among Non-Palestinian Arabs
How important is the issue of Palestine in your priorities?

(respondents who answered “most important” or “top three”)
Jordan

2003 2004 2005 2006 2008

85% 85%

92%
94%

100%

Importance of Palestine Among Non-Palestinian Arabs
How important is the issue of Palestine in your priorities?

(respondents who answered “most important” or “top three”)
Lebanon

2003 2004 2005 2006 2008

63%
57%

94%

78%

99%

Importance of Palestine Among Non-Palestinian Arabs
How important is the issue of Palestine in your priorities?

(respondents who answered “most important” or “top three”)
Morocco

2003 2004 2005 2006 2008

74% 77%

90%

78% 82%
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In reviewing events around the time of the polls in 

each year, it is clear that there is a correlation in the 

rise and decline of the importance of the issue on two 

things: the degree of Israeli-Palestinian violence and 

the nature of the relationship between the Palestinians 

and the United States. In 2002, 73 percent of respon-

dents rated the issue 5 on a scale of 1 to 5. This poll 

was conducted in the shadow of the Israeli operations 

in Jenin that played center stage on Arab and interna-

tional media, the arrest of Palestinian leader Marwan 

Barghouti, and the siege against Palestinian leader 

Yasser Arafat in his compound in Ramallah. The re-

lations between U.S. President George W. Bush and 

Arafat worsened, especially after Israel captured the 

The remarkable thing to observe is that, consistently, 

two-thirds to three fourths of respondents say this is-

sue remains among the three most important issues 

in their priorities. Although there was a slight decline 

in 2005, there was an increase again in the number 

of people ranking the issue high in their priorities in 

2006. This trend generally held across countries with 

Morocco and the United Arabs Emirates experiencing 

the lowest drop in 2005, but again rebounding in 2006, 

and even more in 2008. These trends were also similar 

to those who felt that the Palestine issue is the single 

most important issue to them overall: 43% in 2003, 

56% in 2004, 24% in 2005, and 43% in 2006, and 56% 

in 2008. 

Importance of palestIne among non-palestInIan arabs
How important is the issue of palestine in your priorities?

(respondents who answered “most important” or “top three”)
Ksa

2003 2004 2005 2006 2008

81%
73%

90%

79% 82%

Importance of palestIne among non-palestInIan arabs
How important is the issue of palestine in your priorities?

(respondents who answered “most important” or “top three”)
uae

2003 2004 2005 2006 2008

67%

42%

80%

59%

83%
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ernment once again raised the profile of the issue.  The 

Lebanese-Israeli war further added to this environ-

ment. The most notable difference from the year be-

fore is the nature of the U.S.-Palestinian relationship. 

If in the year before Arabs saw the U.S.-Palestinian 

relationship largely through the prism of Abbas’s gov-

ernment, the split between Hamas and Fatah, and the 

sympathy with Hamas among many Arabs led to a dif-

ferent picture in 2006. In 2008, the poll was taken in 

March, immediately after intense Israeli-Palestinian 

fighting in Gaza which resulted in the death of more 

than 140 Palestinians and three Israelis, which took 

place in an environment of disappointment over the 

lack of progress in the Annapolis peace process initi-

ated in November 2007.

the haMas–fatah DiviDe

The conflict between Hamas and Fatah after Hamas’s 

victory in the January 2006 parliamentary elections 

affected the way Arabs perceived the Palestinian issue. 

When the (November-December) 2006 poll was taken, 

the focus was on mediating efforts to bring about a 

Palestinian “national unity government” which in-

cluded Hamas and Fatah. It is clear that Palestinian 

divisions impacted the way Arabs interpreted Palestin-

ian interests. Historically, Arabs looked largely at the 

position of the PLO and its chairman, (and later also 

to the position of the elected President of the Palestin-

ian Authority who was typically the same person. After 

Hamas’s election, the position of president Mahmoud 

Abbas was no longer the sole measure for evaluat-

ing what was in the best interests of the Palestinians 

in Arab public opinion. Even before the election of 

Hamas, Abbas faced a problem with Arab public opin-

ion. As Arab perceptions of the Bush Administration 

reached historic lows4, Mr. Abbas was appearing as one 

of President Bush’s best friends in the Arab world. But 

the election of Hamas, and widespread Arab sympathy 

with its fight against international sanctions, put Ab-

bas in an even weaker position in his appeal to Arab 

Karine—a ship carrying a load of arms bound for the 

Palestinians. These events generated much sympathy 

for the Palestinians and great anger with both Israel 

and the United States.

In 2003, the poll was taken just before the Iraq war be-

gan, with much of the international and regional focus 

on Iraq. But the Palestinian issue remained high in the 

news. Ariel Sharon had been elected Prime Minister 

of Israel a few weeks before, and there was interna-

tional and regional focus on the barrier which Israel 

was building in the West Bank (with the International 

Court of Justice taking up the issue just before the poll 

was taken). In 2004, the year that the largest number 

of people ranked the issue among the top three, despite 

the Iraq war distraction, the poll followed the assas-

sinations of Hamas founder Ahmad Yassin and then 

his successor, Abdel Aziz Rantissi. President Bush met 

with Sharon in the White House and supported his 

“disengagement plan.” Just as the poll was going to the 

field, six Israeli soldiers were killed in Gaza followed 

by a major Israeli operation which demolished many 

homes and killed over 40 Palestinians. These events 

took place while Arafat remained besieged in his com-

pound in Ramallah.

In contrast, there was a slight but noticeable drop in the 

importance of the issue in 2005. The most significant 

events again related to the level of violence, the nature 

of the Palestinian-U.S. relationship, and the prospects 

of Palestinian-Israeli peace. Between the 2004 and the 

2005 polls, Palestinian President Yasser Arafat died and 

Mahmoud Abbas succeeded him. U.S.-Palestinian re-

lations warmed up with President Bush receiving Ab-

bas in the White House; Israel also withdrew its forces 

from Gaza. Violence continued but at a significantly 

reduced level from the previous year. 

In 2006, the election of Hamas in the Palestinian par-

liamentary elections, the lack of progress in the peace 

process, and the sanctions against the Hamas-led gov-

4  In the 2006 poll, Arabs identified President Bush as the single most disliked leader, even more than any Israeli leader, and over eighty percent of Arabs 
identified the United States as one of two countries that threatened them most.
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lower incomes (30%), and more likely to support a 

unity government (48%) than those with lower in-

comes (41%). In terms of identity politics, those who 

identified themselves as Muslim first were more likely 

to support Hamas (40%) in comparison to those who 

identified themselves as Arab first (21%).

In the 2008 survey, we had a chance to test if the policy 

of the Bush Administration  was paying off especially 

in the wake of the November, 2007 Annapolis Confer-

ence.  In particular, one of the stated aims of Adminis-

tration policy was to demonstrate that militancy does 

not work, while moderation can pay. Thus, the impo-

sition of sanctions on Hamas and Gaza while negoti-

ating improvement on the ground for the West Bank 

was a policy intended to weaken support for militancy 

and empower moderates, both regionally and among 

Palestinians.  The results, as shown below in the 2008 

graphs, indicate that the outcome is closer to the op-

posite of what was intended.

public opinion. Sympathy was further fueled by the 

Arab public’s sense of “double-standards” in the Bush 

Administration’s advocacy of democracy: seemingly 

promoting free and fair elections only when the results 

brought pro-American governments to power. 

 

The graph below describes Arab attitudes toward Fa-

tah, Hamas, and a Palestinian national unity govern-

ment as of December 2006.  In most countries a ma-

jority or a plurality of Arabs supported a Palestinian 

national unity government which included Hamas 

and Fatah, but it is noteworthy that in two countries, 

Saudi Arabia and the United Arab Emirates, a plurality 

favored Hamas over a unity government.  In all coun-

tries, Arabs favored Hamas over Fatah.  Demographi-

cally, men (34%) tended to support Hamas more than 

women (28%) and were also more likely to support a 

national unity government (46%) than women (41%). 

Those with an income above 1000 EGP were slightly 

less likely to support Hamas (25%) than those with 

2006 palestInIan polItIcs  
opInIon among non-palestInIan arabs

Which of the following is closest to your view on palestinian politics?

support Hamas          support fatah          support a palestinian unity government

total

uae

Ksa 

morocco

lebanon

Jordan

egypt

31% 10% 43%

35%

33%

46%

55%

55%

43%

10%

18%

9%

8%

8%

0%38%

34%

29%

13%

14%

32%
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In particular, when asked which Palestinian faction 

they sympathize with most, 37% of Arabs polled said 

they sympathize with both to some extent while 18% 

said they sympathize with Hamas. Only 8% said they 

sympathize with Fatah. Similarly, when asked which 

Palestinian government they blamed more for the 

situation in Gaza, 39% blamed both, 23% blamed the 

government appointed by President Mahmoud Abbas 

and 15% blamed Hamas.5

It is important to note that these results are among non-

Palestinian Arabs and that Palestinian public opinion 

may be somewhat different in this regard. Palestinian 

pollsters have not asked the question in the same way 

that our own poll asked it.  In general, Palestinian polls 

continue to show slight advantages for Fatah. None-

theless, even recent trends in Palestinian polling show 

a shift in popularity toward Hamas. See graph below 

from polls conducted by Palestinian political scientist, 

Khalil Shikaki.  

5  Note that the respondents were not asked about Israeli, American, or Arab responsibility for the Gaza situation but only about Palestinian 
responsibility.

Hamas          fatah          both to some extent

total

uae

Ksa 

morocco

lebanon

Jordan

egypt

2008 palestInIan polItIcs  
opInIon among non-palestInIan arabs

In the current conflict among the palestinians with whom do you sympathize most?

18%

52% 16% 13%

28%

43%

23%

24%

38%

18%

7%

20%

7%

6%

40%

29%

22%

15%

8%

8% 37%

marcH 2008  
palestInIan polItIcs

If presidential elections were to take place  
today and mahmoud abbas were nominated 
by fatah and Ismael Haniyeh were nominated 

by Hamas, whom would you vote for?
(poll conducted by Khalil shikaki)

Haniyeh

abbas

47%

46%

NOTE: A June 2008 poll conducted by the Palestine Center for Policy 
and Survey Research showed Mahmoud Abbas leading Ismail 
Haniyeh by 52% to 40%. It is to be noted that this poll was 
conducted immediately after Abbas called for renewing unity 
negotiations with Hamas, a move that is very popular among 
Palestinians
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2008 palestInIan polItIcs  
opInIon among non-palestInIan arabs

When you observe the current state of affairs in gaza, which of the palestinian parties
do you believe is most responsible for it?

Hamas government in gaza                          the government appointed by president mahmoud abbas         
they are equally responsible

total

uae

Ksa 

morocco

lebanon

Jordan

egypt

15% 23% 39%

35%44%13%

42%46%12%

34%22%24%

28%42%19%

44%23%19%

41%17%12%

support for fataH and Hamas
If new legislative elections were held today which party list would you vote for?

(poll conducted by Khalil shikaki of palestinian center for policy and servey research)

Hamas                    fatah

mar-08

dec-07

Jun-07

dec-06

Jun-06

Jan-06

dec-05

35% 42%

49%

43%

42%

39%

42%

41%

31%

33%

36%

39%

35%

21%
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Palestine anD PerCePtions of aMeriCa

In 2006, for the first time since we began polling, Ar-

abs were asked what step taken by Washington would 

most improve their views of the United States. They 

were asked to choose two steps among the following: 

Pushing for the spread of democracy in the Middle 

East even more; providing more economic assistance 

to the region, stopping economic and military aid to 

Israel; withdrawing American forces from Iraq; with-

drawing American forces from the Arabian peninsu-

la; and brokering comprehensive Arab-Israeli peace.  

More than 60% of respondents chose brokering Arab-

Israeli peace as the number one answer, followed by 

withdrawal from Iraq and the Arabian Peninsula.  It is 

notable however, that the number one answer in Saudi 

Arabia specifically was withdrawal from Iraq, fol-

lowed by withdrawal from the Arabian Peninsula and 

stopping aid to Israel; brokering peace was the fourth 

choice. This seems consistent with the results on the 

Saudi public’s readiness for peace analyzed in the next 

section.

In 2008, 50% of the public identified brokering Arab-

Israeli peace based on the 1967 border as the single 

DeMograPhiC breakDown 

In examining the 2006 data for demographic varia-

tion among those who rate the Palestinian issue high 

in their priorities, there appear to be only small dif-

ferences overall. There is little variation, overall, in the 

views of men and women, and education level appears 

to make only a small difference. Those with university 

education were slightly less likely to report Palestine as 

the top issue (41% compared to 43% for those with-

out university education), and slightly more likely to 

report Palestine as one of their top three issues (37% 

instead of 32%).  Those with higher income were less 

likely to report it as most important (36%, instead of 

44%) and more likely to report it as one of their top 

five issues (15%, instead of 9%). 

Those who identify primarily as citizens of their own 

state rather than Muslim or Arab were less likely to 

identify Palestine as the single most important is-

sue (32%) compared with 45-48% for other identity 

groups. Those identifying themselves as Muslims first 

were least likely to say that the issue is not among their 

top five priorities (3%) compared with 10% for those 

who identify as citizens of their own state.

support for fataH and Hamas
If new legislative elections were held today which party list would you vote for?

(poll conducted by Khalil shikaki of palestinian center for policy and survey research)

fataH, 41%

42% 42% 42%43%
49%

35% 35%36%
33% 31%

39%

39%

Hamas, 21%

dec-05 aug-06 dec-06 apr-07 aug-07 dec-07apr-06
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most important step to improving their views of the 

United States--still the number one issue. Notable 

was the increase in the number of people who want 

to see an American withdrawal from Iraq (from 33% 

in 2006 to 44% in 2008) and the Arabian Peninsula 

(from 22% in 2006 to 46% in 2008), as more people 

were expressing less confidence in America’s ability to 

broker peace.6

Although the above question was asked only in 2006 

and 2008, there were other questions asked that re-

vealed perceptions of the role of the Arab-Israeli issue 

in public attitudes that were asked over time.  First, the 

Arab public consistently and overwhelmingly express-

es the view that attitudes toward the United States are 

6  In my visit to the region during the March 2008 poll, one Arab official, who typically called for more active American diplomacy to resolve the 
Arab-Israeli issue said “My advice to you at this time is leave us alone.”

shaped by American policies, not by American values. 

When asked to assess the role of the Arab-Israeli issue 

in forming their opinion of the United States, more 

than three quarters say it is at least somewhat impor-

tant, and half or more consistently say it is “extremely 

important.  

There was some variation across countries in the 

percentage of people who ranked the issue of policy 

toward the Arab-Israeli conflict as being “extremely 

important” in developing their views of the United 

States.  In the 2006 survey, for example example, 65% 

of Moroccans, 76% of Jordanians, and 54% of Sau-

dis ranked it as “extremely” important, whereas only 

43% of Egyptians identified it this way. There were no  

2006 VIeWs of tHe u.s.
What two steps by the u.s. would improve your views of the u.s. most?

total

uae

Ksa 

morocco

lebanon

Jordan

egypt

62

55

75

70

66

65

21

23

43

12 1219

16 16

6

8

8 8

8

3

7

7

7

9

5

12 1912

33 22 21

28 23

24 22

35 33 10 1159

34

brokering a comprehen-
sive middle east peace 
with Israeli withdrawal 
to the 1967 border and 
establishing a palestinian 
state with Jerusalem as its 
capitol

Withdrawal of u.s. forces 
from Iraq

Withdrawal of u.s. forces 
from the arabian peninsula

stopping economic and 
military aid to Israel

pushing even more to 
spread democracy in the 
middle east

providing more economic 
assitance to the region
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2008 VIeWs of tHe u.s.
What tWo steps by the u.s. would improve your views of the u.s. most?

total

uae

Ksa 

morocco

lebanon

Jordan

egypt

brokering a comprehen-
sive middle east peace 
with Israeli withdrawal 
to the 1967 border and 
establishing a palestinian 
state with Jerusalem as its 
capitol

Withdrawal of u.s. forces 
from Iraq

Withdrawal of u.s. forces 
from the arabian peninsula

stopping economic and 
military aid to Israel

pushing even more to 
spread democracy in the 
middle east

providing more economic 
assitance to the region

50

90

63

26

55

45

51

45

54

74 922

51 30

61

11

13 13

6

12

4

8

16

11

1513 10653

44 46 28

40 54

42 26

39 12 17 2041

37

major differences between males and females and little 

difference between university graduates and the rest.  

Income also accounted for only minor differences. 

Among those who identified themselves as Muslim 

first, 76% identified the issue as extremely impor-

tant compared with 67% among those who identified 

themselves as Arab first.

attituDes towarD israel anD PeaCe

Poll questions about the acceptance of an Israeli state in 

the Arab world are scarce. A number of specific ques-

tions were asked for the first time in 2006 and again 

in 2008. The most direct question asked participants 

which statements they agreed with most: that they will 

accept peace with Israel if Israel completely withdraws 

from the territories occupied in 1967 and a Palestinian 

state is established and that Arab governments should 

do more to achieve that; that they accept such peace 

but they don’t believe the Israelis will ever accept such 

an outcome peacefully; or that Arabs should continue 

to fight Israel no matter what. 

It should first be noted that the question was not in-

tended to test the specific details of a peace agreement 

with Israel acceptable to Arabs but to test if in prin-

ciple they are opposed to one. There was also no pre-

vious reference point to this question so it is hard to 

know how Arab public opinion changed since the col-

lapse of the Israeli-Palestinian negotiations in 2000, 

although conventional wisdom is that Arab views 

have hardened since.  Still, the 2006 poll, coming after 

Israel’s war with Hezbollah, is revealing. Those who 

are in principle opposed to an agreement with Israel 

are a minority in every country, with a majority stat-

ing that they would accept a peace agreement based 

on the 1967 borders. But the other side of the coin is 

a result that explains how people who support peace 
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jorities of both sides support a two-state solution, but 

majorities also believe that the other side will not ac-

cept such a solution. This helps explain how Palestin-

ians supporting peace can vote for Hamas, while Israe-

lis supporting peace voted for Ariel Sharon as Prime 

Minister. The polls indicate a similar trend in non-

Palestinian Arab public opinion, although there is also 

some variation from state to state.

It is also worth noting that Arab attitudes of accept-

ing the principle of an agreement with Israel while not 

believing it will give up territories do not appear to be 

a function of their assessment of Israeli power. In the 

shadow of the 2006 Lebanon war, participants were 

asked about Israeli power specifically.  Overall, a signif-

icant plurality (46%) believe that Israel is now weaker 

and it is only a matter of time before it is defeated, and 

only 13% say Israel remains strong and will continue to 

use its power to consolidate its position.  In 2008, there 

was some change in attitudes as the 2006 Lebanon war 

became more distant:  35% believed Israel was weaker, 

while 16% said Israel remained strong. (See graph on 

the following page). 

can also support militancy: a plurality of Arabs overall 

support peace, but do not believe that Israelis will ever 

accept such peace. When one combines this group 

with those who are in principle opposed to peace 

with Israel, there is an even bigger majority who are 

in practice not working for peace. This is especially so 

in Saudi Arabia where a plurality (42%) does not ac-

cept an agreement in principle and an additional 34% 

does not believe that Israel will accept an agreement 

peacefully.

This general attitude was even starker in the 2008 poll 

when only 19% (vs. 29% in 2006) said that they are 

in principle opposed to a two-state solution. On the 

other side, a majority of Arabs expressed the view that 

Israel would never accept such a deal peacefully. In a 

new 2008 question to measure attitudes towards the 

prospect of peace, 55% expressed the view that it will 

never happen, while only 13% stated that they believe 

it is achievable in the next five years.

This feature of public opinion is telling and echoes 

findings among Israelis and Palestinians, where ma-

VIeWs of tHe u.s.
In developing your view of the u.s., how important is u.s. policy toward the

arab-Israeli conflict?
(respondents who answered “extremely important” )

6-country total

2003 2004 2005 2006

51%
50%

72%

52%
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VIeWs of Israel
looking at the recent violence in 
lebanon and gaza, describe your 

attitudes toward Israel’s power:

uses its power to consolidate its position even more

no one can tell if it will get stronger or weaker

Weaker than it looks/matter of time before it is defeated

13% 36% 46%

35%39%16%

2006

2008

2008 palestInIan polItIcs
What do you believe is the likely outcome if the prospects for a two-state solution 

to the Israeli-palestinian conflict collapse?

It will lead to a state of intense 
conflict for years to come

the status quo will  
continue with little change

It will lead to a one-state 
solution in which Israelis and 
palestinians are equal

palestinians will eventually 
surrender to Israeli power, give 
up and integrate into other 
societies

total

uae

Ksa 

morocco

lebanon

Jordan

egypt

55

21

52

63

56 21

61 42

9 7

26

22738

23 9 7

7 1

32 4

13

34

1018

56
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2006 VIeWs of Israel
lebanon by confessIonal group

looking at the recent violence in lebanon and gaza 
describe your attitude toward Israel’s power

uses its power to consolidate its position even more

no one can tell if it will get stronger or weaker

Weaker than it looks/matter of time before it is defeated

2008 VIeWs of Israel
lebanon by confessIonal group

looking at the recent violence in lebanon and gaza 
describe your attitude toward Israel’s power

uses its power to consolidate its position even more

no one can tell if it will get stronger or weaker

Weaker than it looks/matter of time before it is defeated

19%

20%

42%

32%

44%

26%

36%

39%

19%

9%

23%

9%

33%

0%

0%

59%

46%

38%

47%

47%

34%

99%

34%

32%

29%

31%

16%

31%

5%

0%

total

druze

christian

sunni

shiia

total

druze

christian

sunni

shiia
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2006 VIeWs of HezbollaH
lebanon by confessIonal group

after the lebanon War, describe your attitude towards Hezbollah

my view is more negative

my view has not changed

my view is more positive

my position shifted from positive to negative

33% 25%

19%

37%

6%22%

24%

26%

68%

27%

23%

27%

47%

45%

44%

total

druze

christian

sunni

shiia 3%

2006 VIeWs of HezbollaH 
after the lebanon War, describe your attitude towards Hezbollah

my view is more negative         my view is more positive         my view has not changed

total

uae

Ksa 

morocco

lebanon

Jordan

egypt

8% 68% 17%

37%

18%

24%

25%

18%

13%

74%

58%

70%

40%

71%

50%11%

21%

3%

29%

5%

6%
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It is also clear that the Iraqi sectarian conflict, the rise 

of Hezbollah as a militant Shiite group, and the in-

creasing influence of Iran in the shadow of Iraqi dev-

astation have highlighted the Sunni-Shiite divide. This 

divide entered the discourse in the Arab world in ways 

that have not been seen in decades. It is also true that 

some Arab governments have specifically made refer-

ence to this divide, notably in Jordan and Egypt, as a 

way of garnering Sunni Arab public support for their 

positions toward Iran and Hezbollah. The ugly way in 

which Saddam Hussein was executed also fueled more 

divisiveness, especially in the Jordanian discourse. The 

Lebanese crisis that followed the Lebanese-Israeli war 

of 2006 had a decidedly sectarian character—although 

the divisions were not entirely along sectarian lines.  

But is this divide the new lens through which the Arab 

public views the world? 

The poll results from November/December, 2006, as 

well as the March 2008 poll, suggest a different story, 

although this continues to unfold. First, while a num-

ber of Arab governments took an anti-Hezbollah po-

sition (even publicly) their public had significantly 

improved its views of Shiite Hezbollah, even as some 

of the discourse continued to be sectarian. Surpris-

ingly, this was even more so in the 2008 poll.  When 

asked to identify the leader they admire most (in an 

open-ended question), the number one answer overall, 

(and especially in predominantly Sunni countries such 

as Egypt, Morocco, and Jordan) was Hasan Nasrallah, 

Hezbollah’s leader.

In fact, the leadership question is revealing in other 

ways. The top four leaders in 2006 (by relatively small 

margins) were all non-Sunni, with three being non-

Arab: Nasrallah, Jacques Chirac, Hugo Chavez, and 

Egyptians (50%) and Moroccans (44%) were more 

likely than Lebanese (38%) and Saudis (37%) to be-

lieve that Israel is now weaker.  Gender again appears 

to make little difference.  Those with University educa-

tion (39%) were more likely to say that “no one can tell 

if Israel will be stronger” than those without university 

education (34%). 

  

iraq, iran, lebanon,  
anD the Palestine PrisM

Iraq has undoubtedly created another reference point 

for much of the Arab public in evaluating the United 

States and world politics more broadly. How this is-

sue will play out in the long term is difficult to assess, 

although it is clear enough that the view of American 

policy will remain largely negative in the foreseeable 

future.  It is also difficult to completely divorce the 

Iraq issue from the Arab-Israeli issue in public percep-

tions—even separate from the cumulative impact of 

two issues that generate much anger.

To begin with, most of the Arab public believes that the 

United States waged the Iraq war in large part in or-

der to help strengthen Israel; the top two motives that 

more than three quarters of Arabs ascribe to the United 

States for the Iraq war are “controlling oil” and help-

ing Israel (with “spreading of democracy” consistently 

identified by less than 10% of respondents). This con-

nectedness is also seen in much of the Arab public dis-

course, especially on the issue of “dividing Iraq” which 

a large segment views as intended to serve the motives 

they identify. So while Iraq has become something of 

a new prism through which Arabs look at the world, 

this does not appear to have come at the expense of the 

Arab-Israeli conflict in public perceptions.

7  In 2006, Chirac and Nasrallah received far more significant support than Chavez and Ahmadinajad. Chirac had been the number one leader in the 
three previous polls most likely owing to being seen as the key world leader to stand up to President George W. Bush. His numbers remained relatively 
strong, despite issues, such as the limits on the wearing of veils in French school and policies toward Muslim immigrants. He dropped out of the 
first-choice list in the 2008 poll after leaving office. Also, it is important to note that respondents are asked to name their most admired leader outside 
their own countries.
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to acquire nuclear weapons, the result would be more 

positive for the region.

These findings suggest that while there is a Sunni-

Shiite divide and many in the Arab world may be 

concerned about Iran, these issues are subordinated 

in their perceptions to their anger with Israel and the 

United States. In the absence of a breakthrough in the 

Palestinian-Israeli conflict and with the continued cri-

sis between Hamas and Fatah, the Arab public may not 

be able to determine “what’s good for the Palestinians,” 

but this will not necessarily reduce the centrality of the 

issue in public perceptions. For now, the trend is to-

ward slightly more sympathy with Hamas, pessimism 

about the prospects for peace, and increased anger 

with the United States and Israel.

PerCePtions of aMeriCan  
anD israeli interests

This latter point needs some elaboration.  Histori-

cally, Arabs had a divided view of the United States 

and its relationship with Israel.  Is Israel a tool of 

American foreign policy or is American policy a re-

flection of Israeli interests and the influence of the 

Israel Lobby? This is an old argument dating back 

to the period of Arab nationalism when theories of 

“American imperialism” were popular not only in the 

Middle East but in much of the world. Many Arabs 

had little information about domestic American poli-

tics and the complexity of decision making. The envi-

ronment changed especially after the diplomacy that 

led to the Egyptian-Israeli treaty and created a new 

window into American politics. Since then, the public 

discourse at least (as we have not had polls measuring 

attitudes on these issues) reflected a focus on the role 

of the Israeli Lobby in driving American politics. For 

the first time, we asked a question in 2006 about the 

relationship as Arabs perceived it and repeated it in 

2008. The results in both years were very similar.  (See 

graph on the following page).

Iran’s Mahmoud Ahmadinajad.7 And while the 2008 
poll had an Arab leader in the top three (Bashar 
Assad), none was Sunni Arab. These results in-
dicate that most people are answering this ques-
tion through the prism of their anger with Israel 
and the United States—not through the Shiite-
Sunni divide or through the lens of Muslim vs. 
non-Muslim divide. While the public may not 
know much about these leaders and may not 
be embracing what they stand for in their own 
countries, their answers give clues about their 
sense of what is important to them at the time 
of the poll.

The same attitudes hold toward Iran which is gen-

uinely seen as a threat by many Arab governments, 

especially in the Gulf. The Arab public is not predis-

posed to have a favorable view of Iran and most Ar-

abs supported Arab Iraq in its war with Tehran. Many 

still see Iran as something of a threat and many are 

concerned about the rise of its power in the shadow 

of a weak and divided Iraq. But polls also indicate 

that their view of Iran is not the one that shapes their 

position on the central issues of the day. Asked in the 

2006 survey to identify the two states that pose the 

biggest threats to them (in an open-ended question) 

the vast majority identified Israel first, followed by 

the United States, with 11% identifying Iran. Strik-

ingly, in the 2008 poll, only 7% identified Iran as one 

of their two biggest threats. While a majority of Ar-

abs believe that Iran’s nuclear program is intended 

to develop nuclear weapons, in 2006, an even larger 

majority believed that the international community 

should not stop their efforts. This even held in Jor-

dan, which would stand to be devastated in the case 

of an Israeli-Iranian nuclear war. In 2008, only a mi-

nority believed that Iran was trying to develop nu-

clear weapons, but a full two-thirds did not want the 

international community to pressure them to curtail 

their nuclear program. Even more surprisingly, a plu-

rality of respondents (44%) believed that if Iran were 
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lar receiving attention in the Arab media, especially 

as he visited the region.  More importantly, Hezbol-

lah’s leader, Hassan Nasrallah, made the case, while 

Arab eyes were focused on him during the 2006 war, 

that Israel wanted to stop the war earlier, but the Bush 

Administration pressed it to continue.  It is likely that 

this had some impact, given the timing of the poll, on 

public attitudes; in this regard, it is possible that the 

Arab media coverage of the debate about the article 

and book by John Mearsheimer and Stephen Walt 

about the role of the Israeli Lobby in American for-

eign policy will have some impact on opinion, but that 

remains to be tested.  Second, since 9/11, “the war on 

terrorism,” and the Iraq war, many Arabs have come to 

conflate American and Israeli interests, as reflected in 

many of the poll answers (the leaders who are disliked 

most; the states that pose the greatest threat to them).  

Third, most Arabs have always believed that American 

policy was partly driven by the aim of controlling oil, 

even separate from support for Israel—although many 

connected the issues in their minds. Repetition of this 

question in future polls should give a better picture of 

Arab public perceptions, but for now, it is clear that Is-

Overall, 42% in 2006 and 41% in 2008 of all respon-

dents believe that Israel and United States have mutual 

interests, while 26% in 2006, and 24% in 2008 believe 

that Israel influences American foreign policy through 

domestic politics while another 25% in 2006 and 26% 

in 2008 feel that Israel is a tool of American foreign 

policy.  The most important exception to this trend 

is Saudi Arabia in 2006 where a plurality (41%) feels 

that Israel influences the US to support its policies. But 

even here, 38% believe that Israeli and American inter-

ests are mutual. Demographics, such as gender, edu-

cation, and income made little difference in the way 

respondents perceived the Israeli-US relationship, and 

identity appeared to make only a small difference.

It is difficult to draw long-term conclusions from this, 

since this question was asked for the first time in 2006. 

But initial reflections suggest ambiguity in the public’s 

mind about the causality of American foreign policy.  

It should be noted however that the thesis that Israel 

is a tool of  American  policy had received some air-

ing in the months before the 2006 war with the work 

of the American scholar Noam Chomsky in particu-

VIeWs of u.s. and Israel
What do you believe motivates Israeli policies in the region 

and the u.s. support for these policies?

Israel influences u.s. to support its policies

u.s. and Israel have mutual interests most of the time

Israel is a tool of u.s. foreign policy

26% 42% 25%

26%41%24%

2006

2008
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governmental bureaucracies in implementing their 

policies. 

The trends in Arab public attitudes are telling. Despite 

the Iraq war and the increasing focus on a Sunni-Shi-

ite divide, the Palestinian question remains a central 

prism through which Arabs view the world. Palestin-

ian divisions make it harder for the public to decide 

“what’s good for the Palestinians” but this has so far 

translated into a trend toward sympathy with mili-

tants, pessimism about the prospects of Arab-Israeli 

peace, and anger with Israel and the United States. Giv-

en that most Arabs in principle still support the two-

state solution, this trend is not irreversible, especially if 

a Palestinian-Israeli agreement is concluded. But until 

then, the trend is likely to continue and affect not only 

support for Hamas and Hezbollah in the Arab-Israeli 

arena, but also translate into more resentment of Arab 

governments and more support for militant opposi-

tion even away from this arena.

rael and the United States are connected in Arab public 

minds in a way which makes anger with one hard to 

separate from the other.

ConClusion

In this paper, I sought to describe Arab public attitudes 

especially as reflected in opinion polls—not the way 

these attitudes are likely to affect the actual behavior 

of the Arab public. Nor should one equate these pub-

lic attitudes with the positions of Arab governments, 

whose behavior remains central for regional politics. 

While the relationship between public attitudes and 

behavior is debatable, it is in my view nonetheless 

highly consequential.8 In particular, public attitudes 

affect the degree to which governments expend re-

sources on internal security, the extent to which they 

feel secure enough to allow more domestic freedoms, 

the degree to which non-state militant actors are able 

to draw public support, and the extent to which gov-

ernments can fully rely on segments of society and on 

8  For articulation of the consequences of public opinion, See Shibley Telhami, “Arab Public Opinion and the Gulf War,” Political Science Quarterly, Fall 
1993, “Power and Legitimacy in Arab Alliances: The New Arabism,” in Leonard Binder, editor, Ethnic Conflict and International Politics in the Middle 
East (University Press of Florida, 1999), and “Does Public Opinion in the Middle East Matter?” in Shibley Telhami, The Stakes: America in the Middle 
East, Westview Press, 2004.
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