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INTRODUCTION

The Tumultuous Decade

BEFORE THE BEGINNING

After having adroitly handled the end of the Cold War, the 
George H.W. Bush administration began the final decade of 
the 20th century working with the international community 

to confront Saddam Hussein’s invasion and occupation of Kuwait. 
Iraq, wounded and cash-strapped after its eight-year war with Iran, 
had struck out against Kuwait, invading it, seizing its oil fields, and 
declaring the country to be Iraq’s “19th province.” In response, the 
United States assembled a massive international coalition to liberate 
Kuwait. 

With Kuwait freed, Bush and his secretary of state, James Baker, 
as they had promised their Arab coalition partners before launch-
ing the war, turned their attention to convening the Madrid Peace 
Conference in an effort to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
The 1990s also witnessed the Arab League’s successful intervention 
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to bring an end to Lebanon’s long civil war and the unification of 
Yemen.   

This was the Middle East inherited by the Clinton White 
House. While the new administration took on, with varying degrees 
of success, several challenges that the Bush team had allowed to 
fester in other regions (Bosnia, Haiti, and Somalia), in the Middle 
East they largely sought to maintain continuity. They oversaw several 
rounds of Israeli/Palestinian and Israeli/Syrian negotiations. They 
maintained close relations with most Arab governments, and viewing 
Iraq and Iran as equally dangerous regimes, the Clinton team opted 
to continue sanctions against and containment of both countries. 

Frustrated by U.S. passivity and lack of movement in the peace 
process, Israeli and Palestinian negotiators pursued back-channel 
talks that ultimately yielded the Oslo Accords. The September 1993 
scene of Israeli and Palestinian leaders signing the accords and shak-
ing hands on the White House lawn created optimism that the long 
and devastating conflict might be coming to an end.  

This proved not to be the case. Not recognizing the weaknesses 
of both the Israeli and Palestinian leaderships and the asymmetry 
of power that defined their relationship, the Clinton administra-
tion failed to act quickly and decisively enough to actualize the Oslo 
Accords. On their watch, even while negotiations continued, Israeli 
settlements in occupied Palestinian lands doubled and extremist 
currents on both sides were able to distort and ultimately derail the 
peacemaking effort. Despite this, the 20th century ended with the 
parties still engaged in intensive negotiations and with President Bill 
Clinton announcing his outline for a peace settlement. 

At the end of the 1990s, Israel, which had for more than two 
decades occupied a strip of land in the south of Lebanon and had 
repeatedly engaged in skirmishes and massive military strikes in that 
country, finally relented and withdrew its forces. The withdrawal was 
hailed as a victory for the Lebanese resistance movement, Hizbullah, 
which now gained a position of real power and prestige in Leba-
nese politics. Because Hizbullah was an ally of Iran, the ascent of 
this movement gave the Islamic Republic a foothold they had long 
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sought in the Arab Levant.   
Also during the 1990s, North and South Yemen unified and sub-

sequently held national elections that were heralded, albeit prema-
turely, by the Clinton administration as an example of an “emerging 
democracy.” And during this last decade of the 20th century, most of 
the region’s monarchies and military-led “republics,” despite internal 
weaknesses and unresolved conflicts in some cases, appeared to be 
both relatively stable and focused on internal development.     

Two events early in the new century contributed to unsettling 
this apparent stability. On the one hand, there was Israeli Prime 
Minister Ariel Sharon’s provocative foray into the Haram al Sharif. 
This served as a trigger setting off the Palestinian street, which was 
already roiling as a result of Israeli policies that had left them poorer, 
less free, less hopeful, and more oppressed than they had been since 
the Oslo Accords were signed. The occupied territories exploded into 
the second intifada, which only served to strengthen the hand of 
Israeli hardliners who backed Sharon’s crackdown and reoccupation 
of the West Bank. Then there was the al Qaeda terrorist attacks in 
the United States that took the lives of almost 3,000 innocent Amer-
icans and set the George W. Bush administration on a path of war 
and occupation in Afghanistan and Iraq. 

Unlike the constructive use of diplomacy favored by his father 
and the more cautious approach taken by the Clinton administra-
tion, the policies pursued by the Bush team during this first decade 
of the 21st century seemed to be motivated more by ideology. For 
example, they appeared to believe that their war in Iraq, which they 
claimed was justified by the 9/11 attacks, would make the United 
States stronger and more respected. They also seemed to believe that 
by shattering the regional order, they could help usher in democracies 
across the region that would be friendly to Western interests. 

Reality proved otherwise. The United States did succeed in 
unraveling the region’s established order, but left in its wake a Middle 
East that was reeling and in disarray. It also unleashed an embold-
ened Iran on the region. Bush’s two terms in office ended with the 
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United States not only weakened by two long and draining wars, but 
also less respected and held in low regard by the peoples of the Mid-
dle East. This was the situation inherited by Barack Obama in 2009. 

Obama began his term on a promising note. Recognizing both 
the extent to which the Bush administration’s delay in addressing 
the Israeli/Palestinian conflict had caused it to fester and the dam-
age that the Iraq War had done to U.S. standing across the Middle 
East, the new president resolved to correct course. He trumpeted his 
opposition to the Iraq War and declared his intention to close Guan-
tanamo and to withdraw U.S. forces from Iraq at the end of 2011. 
Obama also appointed a respected Middle East peace envoy, former 
senator George Mitchell, and prepared to deliver a major address in 
the heart of the Arab World—“A New Beginning.” 

Our early polling across the Arab World showed a spike in favor-
able attitudes toward the new president and support for his efforts to 
alter course. Two years later, with the promise of a “New Beginning” 
unrealized, hope had faded.  

THE TUMULTUOUS DECADE

The second decade of the 21st century began with two traumatic 
events that would transform the Middle East. In fact, although the 
seeds had been planted years earlier, 2011 proved to be a watershed 
year for the people of the region. That year, the United States has-
tened, as promised, its withdrawal from Iraq, leaving behind a chaotic 
sectarian minefield ripe for Iranian exploitation. Also, 2011 witnessed 
beginnings of what came to be known as the “Arab Spring.”

The intervening years have not been kind to many of the region’s 
peoples. In the aftermath of the U.S. withdrawal, Iraq, left in the 
hands of a sectarian government led by Prime Minister Nuri al 
Maliki, descended once again into civil conflict with the increasingly 
disenfranchised Sunni Arab population reacting negatively to the 
Maliki government’s deeply divisive policies. This planted the seeds 
of resentment that ultimately spawned the phenomenon known as 
Daesh.
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At the same time, Iran, which had once seen its regional ambi-
tions held in check by Iraq, working through allied Iraqi sectarian 
political parties and militias, now gained a foothold in that country. 
With Iraq crippled by conflict, Iran was further emboldened to flex 
its muscles by aggressively pursuing a meddlesome and destabilizing 
regional agenda, intervening in Syria, Bahrain, and Yemen. 

While these dynamics were roiling the Arab East, the uprisings 
that unsettled Tunisia, then Egypt and later Syria, would come to 
wreak havoc across North Africa and the Levant.

Since 2011, we have been given the opportunity to poll public 
opinion across the Middle East in an effort to understand how the 
region’s peoples have viewed these dramatic events. Each year we have 
surveyed Arab, Turkish, and Iranian attitudes for the Sir Bani Yas 
Forum (SBY) hosted in the United Arab Emirates (UAE). Topics we 
have covered in our annual SBY polls have looked at a wide range of 
issues including: the region’s major conflicts in Iraq, Syria, and Yemen 
and how Syria’s neighbors are dealing with the refugee crisis spawned 
by that conflict; the role major external and local players have had in 
regional affairs, focusing on the United States, Russia, Iran, Turkey, 
and Saudi Arabia; how the Arab public has reacted to the “Arab 
Spring” and what impact these events have had on their attitudes and 
aspirations; Arab attitudes toward the increasingly worrisome phe-
nomena of politicized religious groups from the Muslim Brotherhood 
to al Qaeda; changing perceptions of the threat posed by Iran; and 
how the Arab public views the continuing Israeli-Palestinian conflict.

A WORD ABOUT POLLING 

We have been polling across the Middle East and North Africa for 
more than two decades in an effort to better understand how the 
region’s peoples see themselves, their views of other countries, and 
the impact that the policies pursued by those countries have on their 
lives. We poll because we believe that the public’s opinions matter 
and we want them to be heard. Polling opens a window allowing us 
to listen to what people are saying. 
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What we learn when we listen is important for our understand-
ing of the Middle East and North Africa. We come to understand 
that just as we know that all Americans are not of one mind when 
it comes to issues like the death penalty, immigration, or abortion, 
Arabs, Iranians, and Turks have divergent and sometimes even inter-
nally conflicted views on critical issues facing their countries or the 
region. 

All of this should be considered by policymakers and analysts 
who sometimes pursue policies in the Middle East or comment on 
regional developments without an understanding of the views of the 
peoples involved. 

Examples of misunderstandings abound. Following the recent 
reelection of Benjamin Netanyahu, the New York Times carried a 
long piece saying that with the Netanyahu win, “Palestinians had lost 
hope” that they would ever realize their dream of an independent 
state. In reality, our polling has shown that most Palestinians had lost 
that hope long ago. Then, there’s the oft-repeated claim that Iranians 
are more favorably inclined toward the United States than some of 
America’s Arab allies. Both liberal and conservative lawmakers have 
asserted this, at different times, in order to justify wildly different 
policy approaches to dealing with the Islamic Republic. Our polling, 
however, demonstrates that this claim is simply not true. To these we 
could add countless other mistaken assumptions or claims that have 
shaped the views of Western commentators and policymakers, par-
ticularly about Egypt or Iraq, that were so mistaken and out of touch 
with public opinion that they have had disastrous consequences for 
the countries involved and for the West.  

In the countries in which we conduct our surveys, we only use 
face-to-face polling. We hire fieldworkers and train them in the 
methodology we use to ensure our surveys include a representative 
sample of opinion reflecting the full range of demographics (e.g., 
gender, age, education, region, religion) in each country. We also 
define for our field teams the selection process to be utilized in con-
ducting the interviews. In the end we are able to report on attitudes 
not only in each country as a whole but also on variations, where they 
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exist, among different demographic groups.  
In addition to and inspired by our SBY multi-topic polling, we 

have also been able to conduct specialized single-topic polling in 
Egypt, Tunisia, Iran, and Israel/Palestine, as well as surveys on the 
region’s evolving attitudes toward Iran, the United States and other 
regional and international players, and the quality of life in their own 
countries and the role religion plays in their lives.

What emerges from this body of data is a fascinating portrait 
of a region going through a transformational moment. While the 
outcome of this tumult is not yet clear, to some extent we can discern 
the region’s direction from the evolving attitudes of its peoples. An 
examination of the data reveals their aspirations and their concerns, 
what they embrace and reject, and the confidence or lack thereof they 
have in the institutions that shape their lives.

THE CHAPTERS

What we have done in this book is collect the data from our last 
decade of polling and organize our findings by topic. The resultant 
study consists of the following chapters:

Chapter one looks at Iraq as it anticipated the withdrawal of 
U.S. forces. We examine how Iraqis and the rest of the Arab World 
viewed the U.S. departure from the country; their concerns and 
expectations for the future; and whom they viewed as the winners 
and losers of the war that began with the U.S. overthrow of the 
regime.

We also examine how Iraqis have viewed their government and 
their evolving attitudes toward how they see their future and how 
they and the rest of the Arab World assess the roles played by the 
United States, Iran, and other international and regional players in 
the future of Iraq. Finally, we assess how Iraqis and the region viewed 
the battle against Daesh and the roles played by Iraqi and interna-
tional actors in this struggle.

In chapter two, we discuss how the events of the “Arab Spring” 
played out in four countries (Egypt, Tunisia, Syria, Yemen) and how 
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each of their governments reacted to these tumultuous events. We 
begin with an examination of how Egyptians and Tunisians viewed 
developments in their own countries. Because in addition to our SBY 
polls we were able to conduct extensive survey work in both coun-
tries, we examine the expectations of Egyptians and Tunisians, the 
needs and aspirations of both, how they and the rest of the region 
view the role played by the Muslim Brotherhood in their countries, 
and their hopes for the future. We also examine the attitudes of the 
rest of the Arab World toward the upheavals of the “Arab Spring” 
and the impact that the resultant upheavals have had on the region.

Next up is how the Arab World has viewed the conflict in Syria; 
their assessment of and the confidence they have had in the roles 
played by the United States, Russia, Iran, Turkey, and other regional 
actors; the role and future of Bashar Al Assad; the impact of refugees 
on neighboring countries; attitudes toward the causes behind the 
emergence of Daesh and other extremist groups; and the future of 
Syria.

We conclude chapter two with an examination of Yemen and 
how Arabs view the Gulf Cooperation Council’s (GCC) efforts first 
to find a peaceful solution to create a new government in Yemen and 
then, in the wake of the Houthis’ rejection of this compromise, how 
Arabs view the efforts to restore Yemen’s legitimate government. We 
also examine attitudes toward the roles played by the United States, 
Iran, and other regional actors. And we look at the evolving regional 
perceptions of the conflict and how to resolve it.

In the third chapter, we turn to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
The discussion includes two parts: an examination of changing Israeli 
and Palestinian attitudes toward the prospects of peace; and changing 
attitudes in the broader Arab World toward the conflict, the pros-
pects for peace, support for the Arab Peace Initiative, and confidence 
in the role played by the United States in peacemaking.

Chapter four examines the Arab World’s changing attitudes 
toward Iran: its role in regional conflicts, its nuclear program, and the 
P5+1 agreement (or Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action). Because 
we have had multiple opportunities in the last decade to poll Iranians 
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themselves, we also examine how Iranians view their own govern-
ment, its performance and involvement in the Arab World.

In chapter five, we examine the region’s attitudes toward the 
politicization of religion (e.g., the Muslim Brotherhood) and the 
weaponization of religion (e.g., al Qaeda and Daesh). From our poll-
ing data, we discuss how Arabs assess the roles played by the Muslim 
Brotherhood in Egypt and Tunisia. And we examine regional per-
ceptions of the rise of Daesh, the factors that led young Muslims to 
join Daesh in Iraq and Syria, and how best to combat these extremist 
groups.

Finally, in chapter six we look at changing Arab attitudes toward 
the overall roles played in their region by a number of international 
and regional actors, focusing on the United States, Russia, Iran, Tur-
key, and Saudi Arabia. Because we have extensive data in this area, we 
are able to look closely at evolving Arab attitudes especially toward 
the United States during the Bush, Obama, and now Trump admin-
istrations. 


