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Support for Terrorism in Muslim 
Majority Countries and Implications for 

Immigration Policies in the West

Russell A. Berman and Arno Tausch

The Wind of Change across Europe
With elections in 2017 in key European Union states (France: presidential, 
April 23, second round May 7, National Assembly, June 11, second round 
June 18; Germany: Federal Diet, September 24; Netherlands: Second 
Chamber, March 15),1 an intensified debate about migration to Europe and 
Middle East terrorism – its origins, trajectories, dangers, and the extent of 
its mass support – is highly likely. Marine Le Pen, leader of the far right 
Front National in France, predicted that European elections in 2017 will 
bring a wind of change across the region.2 With the Brexit vote in the United 
Kingdom and Donald Trump’s US presidential victory, far right political 
parties throughout Europe are now capitalizing on Euroscepticism and 
anxieties about migration.3

German Chancellor Angela Merkel appears to have responded to Le 
Pen’s challenge by defending her own refugee policy as an act of moral 
and legal obligation by a “state of laws,” while asserting that Europeans 
must stand by the principle of offering asylum to all those fleeing war and 
oppression.4 The fact that the Berlin terrorist Amis Amri was shot in Milan, 
Italy, after crossing several European borders following his attack in the 
heart of Germany, where he had previously applied for asylum, further fuels 
the controversy about the alleged failures of existing European refugee, 
immigration, and security policies.5

Prof. Russell A. Berman, the Walter A. Haas Professor in the Humanities at 
Stanford University, is a senior fellow at the Hoover Institution. Prof. Arno Tausch 
is a member of the Department of Political Science, Innsbruck University, and 
the Faculty of Economics, Corvinus University Budapest.
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The debate intensified because Merkel’s decision to welcome hundreds 
of thousands of refugees from the Middle East and North Africa during the 
summer and fall of 2015 was designated “a catastrophic mistake” by Donald 
Trump.6 Similar to right wing European populist opposition politicians, who 
are poised to benefit from the upcoming European elections, Trump asserted 
that “people don’t want to have other people coming in and destroying 
their country.” Trump’s own election campaign rhetoric included a call 
to ban Muslims from entering the US until “our representatives” find out 
“what the hell is going on there.”7 

To shed light on “what is going on there,” this article examines selected 
open sources regarding attitudes toward terrorism, terrorists, and other 
extremist groupings. This social scientific evidence paints a complex picture. 
On the one hand, it finds considerable support for terrorism among large 
sections of Arab and Muslim publics, although the support is not at all 
uniform or undifferentiated. On the other hand, despite considerable hostility 
toward the United States and Israel, there are large sections of the Arab 
and Muslim publics that do not support terrorism. It is therefore difficult 
to draw unambiguous conclusions regarding these publics or to derive 
a simple formula for refugee or immigration policies. It is not, however, 
difficult to recognize significant levels of support for terrorism, which could 
presumably justify certain restrictive refugee and immigration policies. 

Reactions by incumbent Western political leaders to the Trump’s 
administration’s first attempt at a travel ban against nationals from Libya, 
Yemen, Iran, Iraq, Syria, Somalia, and Sudan in late January 2017 were quick 
and predictable.8 Merkel said that she “regrets” the move.9 Her opposition 
was echoed throughout Europe, as well as by Canadian Prime Minister 
Justin Trudeau. However, even as these voices were criticizing the US 
administration’s efforts to limit entry for a temporary period, European 
states, including Germany, were taking their own steps (with Turkish 
cooperation) to reduce the inflow of refugees and accelerate deportation 
processes of individuals whose applications for refugee status were denied.

Despite Merkel’s criticism of the Trump administration’s restrictive 
immigration policy, Europe arguably stands at the dawn of a post-global and 
Eurosceptical era driven by nationalistic movements that have developed 
in response to increased immigration from Africa, Asia (including Turkey), 
and even parts of Europe itself (the Balkans, for example).10 The rise of 
centrifugal movements in key EU countries, the argument runs, reflects the 
weakening of the pan-European spirit and the gains of extreme nationalism 
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at its expense.11 The severe economic crisis that has particularly affected 
Europe’s south since 2008 and threatens the very existence of the European 
Monetary Union is not the focus of this essay, but it has certainly amplified 
these centrifugal tendencies.12

Europe’s Low Effectiveness in Fighting Terrorism
Europe’s effectiveness in combating terrorism has frequently been diagnosed 
as inadequate.13 Solid evidence is mounting with regard to the devastating 
nature of global Islamist terrorism and its thousands of victims each month, 
from Nigeria to Southeast Asia and also, increasingly, in Europe.14 A recent 
survey by the French Daily Le Monde reported that in Europe alone, there 
have been 2239 victims of Islamist terrorist attacks since 2001.15 At the 
same time, an intellectual climate remains that is predisposed to minimize 
or even deny the reality of the low intensity guerrilla warfare carried out 
by Islamist groups against the Western democratic order.16 The German 
newspaper Südkurier, for example, went so far as to assert that in Germany 
it is more likely to be struck by lightning than to be killed by a terrorist 
attack.17 Obviously statistics can be manipulated to trivialize any danger or to 
suggest that one should regard terrorist deaths like lightning, an unavoidable 
natural phenomenon. Such hiding one’s head in the sand, however, is 
the worst strategy for confronting international terrorism.18 Instead we 
propose proceeding empirically by discussing some new international 
survey results about the genuine extent of support for terrorism in the Arab 
world in particular and in the Muslim world in general. Is it 1 percent, 10 
percent, 30 percent, or 50+1 percent?19

Statistical Data on Arab Support for Terrorism
The essay relies on the statistical analysis of open survey data and is based 
on the commonly used statistical software IBM SPSS XXIV, utilized at 
many universities and research centers around the world.20 The program 
contains nearly the entire array of modern multivariate statistics,21 and any 
researcher should be able to arrive at the same results as we do here. Clearly 
the analysis below provides only a first attempt to measure “support” for 
terrorism, and later research on the subject should distinguish between 
different types and degrees of support for terror.22 However, the available 
data allows researchers to distinguish between those who strongly support 
terrorist organizations like Hamas, Hezbollah, and al-Qaeda, and those 
who say that they just “support” these terrorist organizations. From the 
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available data, one could develop fine-tuned social profiles of strong terror 
supporters on a country by country basis.

The sources used in this article are:
a.	 The Arab Opinion Index of the Arab Center for Research and Policy 

Studies in Doha, Qatar.23 Since 2012, this think tank has published 
regular professional surveys of public opinion in the Arab world, and the 
2015 Arab Opinion Index is the fourth in a series of yearly public opinion 
surveys across the Arab world.24 The 2014 Index was based on 21,152 
respondents in 14 Arab countries, and included 5,466 Syrian refugee 
respondents living in refugee camps in Jordan, Lebanon, Turkey, and 
northern Syria along the Turkish-Syrian border. The 2015 Index is based 
on the findings from face-to-face interviews conducted with 18,311 
respondents in twelve Arab countries: Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, Iraq, 
Jordan, the Palestinian territories, Lebanon, Egypt, Sudan, Tunisia, 
Algeria, Morocco, and Mauritania. Sampling followed a randomized, 
stratified, multi-stage, self-weighted clustered approach, giving an 
overall margin of error between +/- 2 percent and +-3 percent for the 
individual country samples. With an aggregate sample size of 18,311 
respondents, the Arab Opinion Index is currently the largest public 
opinion survey in the Arab world.

b.	 The Arab Barometer, Wave III. This openly available original survey data 
allows researchers free direct access to the original data for multivariate 
analysis.25 The third wave of the Arab Democracy Barometer was fielded 
from 2012-2014 in twelve countries: Algeria, Egypt, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, 
Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, the Palestinian territories, Saudi Arabia, 
Sudan, Tunisia, and Yemen. Like the first and second waves, the third 
wave seeks to measure and track civilian attitudes, values, and behavior 
patterns relating to pluralism, freedom, tolerance and equal opportunity; 
social and inter-personal trust; social, religious, and political identities; 
conceptions of governance and the understanding of democracy; and 
civic engagement and political participation. Data from the third wave 
became publicly available in the fall of 2014.26

c.	 The Pew Spring 2015 Survey.27 The survey, conducted from March 25 to 
May 27, 2015, is based on 45,435 face-to-face and telephone interviews 
in 40 countries with adults 18 and older. 28 
Because of the current importance in the fight against global terrorism, 

the first question concerns rates of explicit support for the Islamic State. To 
be sure, a verbal expression of support is not identical with a willingness 
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to provide material support or to participate directly in terrorist activities; 
nonetheless the size of the supportive cohort provides an approximate 
indication of the base from which the Islamic State could potentially draw 
future militants. Since “don’t know” and “refused to answer” distort the 
final picture of the survey results, the focus here is on the valid answers.29

8.3 Percent of Muslims Worldwide Support the Islamic State
Table 1 summarizes the available estimates of Islamic State favorability rates 
(strong support + some support), compiled from the Pew and ACRPS data:

Table 1. Support for the Islamic State30

Country % support for the Islamic State among the 
adult population in the country

Lebanon 1.0
Israel 1.7
Iraq 2.0
Jordan 2.0
Saudi Arabia 2.0
Tunisia 2.0
Indonesia 4.0
Kuwait 5.0
Turkey 7.5
Burkina Faso 7.8
Morocco 8.0
Algeria 9.0
Egypt 9.0
Senegal 10.7
Pakistan 11.0
Sudan 11.0
Malaysia 11.2
Nigeria 14.0
Mauritania 20.0
Islamic State support in total 
Muslim world as extrapolated 
from support in the surveyed 
countries

8.3 %
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18 Percent of Syrian Refugees Sympathize with the Islamic State; 30 Percent 
Want a Theocratic State
According to the ACPRS data, support for the Islamic State among Syrian 
refugees in the Middle East is 18 percent.31 The ACRPS Syrian refugee poll 
was based on respondents from 377 population centers inside and outside 
official refugee camps registered by the UNHCR. The sampling procedure 
was a multi-staged clustered approach with an error margin of +-2 percent. 
This analysis of Syrian refugee opinion is the largest of its kind in the region, 
and also reveals that at least 30 percent of the interviewed representative 
Syrian refugees want a religious state as a solution to the conflict, while 
50 percent prefer a secular state, and 18 percent are impartial (2 percent 
did not know or declined to answer). 32

No survey to date has examined the political opinions of the hundreds of 
thousands of refugees who entered Europe since the onset of the European 
refugee crisis in the summer of 2015, so the ACPRS survey results, which 
clearly suggest that nearly every fifth Syrian refugee sympathizes with the 
Islamic State, and every third wants a religious state (based on sharia), can 
potentially have a considerable impact on political debates in Europe. Yet 
without a definitive survey of the population that arrived in Europe, it is 
not possible to exclude the hypothesis that those refugees differ on these 
points from those who remained in the Middle East. 

A Long Asymmetric War Ahead?
Beyond the data on Syrian refugees, evidence shows 
that after properly weighting the data for population 
sizes of the different countries concerned, 8.3 percent 
of the surveyed population in Muslim-majority 
countries hold sympathies or even strong sympathies 
for the Islamic State. This would imply a potential 
of more than 80 million Islamic State supporters, 
again with the qualification that verbal expression 
of support should not be equated with a credible 
predisposition to participate in violent militancy. If 
Table 1 also properly reflects the opinion structure 

of the Muslim world in general, the numbers suggest a milieu33 of some 
130 million people who constitute the global hard core of the Islamic State 
support. Compare this to the comparatively small number of the 50,000 
hard core Roman Catholic Northern Irish men and women who voted for 

Evidence shows that 8.3 

percent of the surveyed 

population in Muslim-

majority countries hold 

sympathies or even 

strong sympathies for the 

Islamic State. This would 

imply a potential of more 

than 80 million Islamic 

State supporters.



13

St
ra

te
gi

c 
A

ss
es

sm
en

t  
|  

Vo
lu

m
e 

20
  |

  N
o.

 1
  |

  A
pr

il 
20

17

Russell A. Berman and Arno Tausch  |  Support for Terrorism in Muslim Majority Countries

the political wing of the terrorist organization IRA, the Sinn Féin Party, 
through the 1970s, 1980s, and beyond among a total Roman Catholic 
Northern Irish population of half a million people. The IRA could mobilize 
some 1500 to 2000 fighters on the terrorist front, and the British military, 
arguably one of the best trained and equipped armies in the world, had to 
deploy no fewer than 15,000 to 20,000 soldiers to conduct this asymmetric 
warfare, only to arrive at a standstill after decades of fighting and bloody 
conflict.34 The lesson from Northern Ireland regarding the size of the 
military response relative to the scope of popular support suggests the need 
for enormous resources to mount an effective response to contemporary 
Islamist terrorism. Of course the cases are in many ways not comparable, 
given the topography, the political context, and the profound changes in 
military technologies. 

52 Percent of All Arabs Favor Terrorism against the United States; 48 Percent 
Oppose
Data indicates that more than that nine out of ten Muslims around the world 
do not support the Islamic State, which suggests that policies that target all 
Muslims would be inappropriate and could run the risk of pushing the non-
supporters into the supporting camp. Nonetheless the population that does 
in fact express support for the Islamic State is numerically large. Moreover, 
support for the Islamic State is only one indicator. Table 2 summarizes 
data in response to a broader question, with results 
demonstrating that 52 percent of the entire Arab 
world, based on the surveys in twelve countries and 
weighted by population size, agree or even strongly 
agree that “United States interference in the region 
justifies armed operations against the United States 
everywhere.” To be sure, 48 percent of the Arab 
population reject or strongly reject this proposition, 
and are willing to say so to an unknown interview 
partner. There may well be additional opponents of 
anti-US violence who are nonetheless unwilling to 
disclose their position for fear of retaliation. However 
if that speculation would suggest raising the 48 percent by an unknown 
supplement, a corollary methodological skepticism could operate in the 
other direction: clandestine supporters of anti-US violence who hide 
their opinion in order to evade potential consequences. Although the 
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two shadow figures may not be of equal size, they cancel each other out 
as methodological speculations. Ultimately one can claim that the Arab 
world is evidently split on the willingness to view violence against the US 
as justified, and it is similarly clear that parts of the population prepared 
to support such violence nonetheless oppose the Islamic State, i.e., one 
can oppose the Islamic State but still advocate violence against the US. 

Table 2. Mass Support for Anti-American Terrorism in the Arab World (valid 
percentages and population weighted totals, in percent)

Strongly 
agree

Agree Disagree Strongly 
disagree

Agree + 
Strongly 

Agree
Algeria 40 37 15 10 77
Palestinian 
territories 19 42 34 5 61

Kuwait 13 47 29 12 60
Morocco 12 42 28 18 54
Sudan 19 35 28 19 54
Iraq 14 38 31 16 52
Population 
weighted total (total 
Arab World)

17 35 27 21 52

Jordan 17 33 32 17 50
Lebanon 23 26 18 34 49
Egypt 11 37 26 26 48
Tunisia 13 30 29 30 43
Libya 17 25 40 18 42
Yemen 16 21 30 32 37

Note: Responses to the question by the Arab Barometer Survey: “United States 
interference in the region justifies armed operations against the United States 
everywhere”

Support for Specific Terrorist Groups 
Table 3 analyzes the support rates for several terrorist groups competing 
with the Islamic State in the Middle East: Hamas, Hezbollah, and al-Qaeda, 
with similarly equivocal results. On the one hand, overall terror support 
rates in the entire State of Israel now reach two digit levels (in the case of 
Hamas and Hezbollah), and with even 4 percent in the case of al-Qaeda 
and 2 percent in the case of the Islamic State.35 On the other hand, only in 
one Middle East country (Jordan) does one single terrorist group (Hamas) 



15

St
ra

te
gi

c 
A

ss
es

sm
en

t  
|  

Vo
lu

m
e 

20
  |

  N
o.

 1
  |

  A
pr

il 
20

17

Russell A. Berman and Arno Tausch  |  Support for Terrorism in Muslim Majority Countries

command an absolute majority of support, while in all the other surveyed 
countries and territories, neither Hamas nor Hezbollah (let alone al-Qaeda) 
attracts majority support. Majorities in Arab countries evidently oppose 
demagogy, chauvinism, and violence.

Table 3. Support in the Middle East for Specific Terrorist Groups (percent)

Country/
Territory

Palestinian 
territories

Israeli 
Muslims

Jordan Lebanon Turkey [Israel]

Very favorable 
or somewhat 
favorable 
opinion of 
Hamas

44 38 52 30 15 11

Very favorable 
or somewhat 
favorable 
opinion of 
Hezbollah

39 40 13 42 11 11

Very favorable 
or somewhat 
favorable 
opinion of al-
Qaeda

20 14 8 1 9 4

very favorable 
or somewhat 
favorable 
opinion of the 
Islamic State

7 6 3 0 9 2

Average 
terror group 
favorability 
rate

27 25 19 18 11 7

N = 823 243 905 971 656 921
Margin of error 
+-% at 95% 
confidence 
level

from 1.7 to 
3.4

from 3.0 
to 6.2

from 1.1 
to 3.3

from 0.6 
to 3.1

from 2.2 
to 2.7

from 0.9 
to 2.0

Source: Pew Spring 2015 Survey

A final question concerns whether or not religious minority groups in 
the Middle East fit into the larger picture. Statistical methodology demands 
extra care in evaluating the results from the small samples that generated 
the following results.36 Nonetheless, the results for the Christian minorities 
in the Middle East may be surprising to those who assume that Christians 
in the Middle East might be immune to radical Arab nationalism.37 In Egypt, 



16

St
ra

te
gi

c 
A

ss
es

sm
en

t  
|  

Vo
lu

m
e 

20
  |

  N
o.

 1
  |

  A
pr

il 
20

17

Russell A. Berman and Arno Tausch  |  Support for Terrorism in Muslim Majority Countries

some 30 percent of the 50 interviewed Christians38 hold open sympathies 
for terror strikes against the United States as “revenge” for their policies 
in the Middle East, and in Lebanon, 43.40 percent of the interviewed 
440 Christians hold this view.39 Among the Christians in the Palestinian 
territories, the same sentiment seems to apply.40 It may be the case that with 
regard to anti-Americanism, Christian populations in the region behave 
like their Muslim compatriots, although the dynamics in the individual 
settings may differ, which would require more textured, qualitative research. 

Conclusions and Prospects
This article attempts to provide a differentiated picture of terror support 
rates among populations in the Arab world and in the Muslim world in 
general. The available surveys on the one hand suggest that among Syrian 
refugees in the Middle East, there is a considerable rate of support for the 
Islamic State – 18 percent. The analysis of Syrian refugee opinion also 
reveals that no fewer than 30 percent of the interviewed representative 
Syrian refugees prefer a religious state as a solution to the current conflict. 
Such results suggest that for some refugees, opposition to the Assad regime 
could produce aspirations for an Islamist outcome, for which the Islamic 
State represents one of several competing vehicles. Figure 1 presents a 
final synopsis of the empirical results.

Figure 1: Support for Terror in the Middle East 

60%

50%

40%

30%

20%

10%

0%
Palestinian 
occupied 
territories

Israeli 
Muslims

Jordan Lebanon Turkey

n Hamas  n Hezbollah  n al Quaeda  n ISIS  n average terror support

Source: Pew Spring 2015 Survey and authors’ statistical evaluations of the original 
data (valid responses only)
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In conclusion, the data presented here drawn from several public 
opinion polls presents a complex picture of support for terrorism in the Arab 
world. It is likely that this complexity will disappoint both extremes in the 
intensifying debate in Europe and the US concerning refugees, immigration, 
and terrorism in an increasingly polarized political terrain. It is clear that the 
vast majority of the polled populations oppose the Islamic State, indicating 
that a “Muslim ban” would not contribute to the effort to defeat the Islamic 
State and could well be counterproductive by nourishing the Islamic State 
narrative that the West is Islamophobic. This conclusion obviously runs 
counter to the anti-immigrant claims of the national populist politicians, such 
as Trump, Le Pen, Wilders, and others. Yet the immigration-friendly camp 
must recognize that there is a nearly 10 percent support rate for the Islamic 
State and, with regional variation, higher support for other Islamist groups 
generally associated with terrorism. Even if such evidence is understood 
to count those who are only prepared to provide verbal support, rather 
than violent participation, the size of the cohort with violent inclinations 
remains disturbing. It would therefore not be unreasonable to exercise 
some caution in refugee and immigration policy, be it through efforts to 
screen for radical sympathies, no matter how difficult such “vetting” will 
turn out to be, or through the establishment of safe zones, to reduce the 
refugee or immigrant inflow.41 The overall size of the population indicating 
some support for violence indicates that the international system will face 
security problems from this front for the foreseeable future.
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