
 

 

 

 

  

Stalling Democracy in the 

Middle East 
Failure of US Foreign Policy or Absence of 

Democratic Culture?

Author: Erik Paananen 

Supervisor: Elvis Bisong Tambe 

Examinator: Anders Persson 

Term: HT21 

Subject: Social Science 

Level: C-Thesis 

Course code: 2SK31E 

C-Thesis 



 

1 

 

Contents 

Abstract ..................................................................................................................... 2 

1 Introduction ...................................................................................................... 3 

1.1 Research Question...................................................................................... 4 

1.2 Method ........................................................................................................ 4 

2 Previous research and theory .......................................................................... 5 

2.1 Drivers of democracy ................................................................................. 6 

2.2 Theory & concepts ..................................................................................... 8 

2.3 Democratic culture ..................................................................................... 8 

2.3.1 Social capital ...................................................................................... 8 

2.3.2 Political engagement ........................................................................ 10 

2.3.3 Supporting democracy ...................................................................... 11 

2.3.4 Participation in political matters....................................................... 12 

2.4 Understanding the United States foreign policy ...................................... 12 

2.5 The Afghan perspective ............................................................................ 14 

2.6 The Libyan perspective ............................................................................. 15 

2.7 The Iraqi perspective ................................................................................ 16 

3 Methodology ................................................................................................... 18 

3.1 Hypothesis ................................................................................................ 18 

3.2 Motivation behind choice of cases ........................................................... 18 

3.3 Qualitative method ................................................................................... 19 

3.3.1 The strength of case studies.............................................................. 20 

3.4 Selection of dataset(s) .............................................................................. 22 

4 Results ............................................................................................................. 24 

4.1 Is the US’ foreign policy to blame? .......................................................... 24 

4.2 Is democratic culture to blame? ............................................................... 26 

4.3 The perception of the United States ......................................................... 28 

5 Conclusion ....................................................................................................... 31 

5.1 Future research ........................................................................................ 32 

6 References ....................................................................................................... 34 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 

2 

 

Abstract 

 

The objective of this essay is to investigate whether the repeated failures to 

democratize in the Middle East depends on the United States’ unsuccessful 

foreign policy or if it is caused by an absence of democratic culture, focusing 

primarily on Afghanistan whilst also including Iraq and Libya based on the 

criteria of having been the subject of US military incursion(s).  The research 

made for this paper is based upon the case study method combined with a 

quantitative dataset from the Arab Barometer in order to measure democratic 

culture.  In this study it is found that US foreign policy has played a major 

role in the current state of the aforementioned countries with democratic 

culture being an important, albeit not essential aspect.  

Key words: Middle East, United States interventions, Democratic culture, 

Case studies, nationally representative public opinion surveys. 



 

 

  

1 Introduction  

Democracy has spread like a wildfire since the end of the Second World War 

and is as of today the foremost means of governance in the world. That being 

said, there still remains multiple countries that has remained beyond the 

grasp of democracy. Some of these countries have not avoided being 

subjected to attempts of democratization. Such is the case of Afghanistan in 

which the United States has maintained a military presence for almost 20 

years which recently ended. What will this mean for the development of 

democracy, both in the country however in the region too? The Middle East 

as a region has, unlike major parts of the planet’s regions remained 

undemocratic with only a minor exception in Tunisia and Israel. The prior 

holding a score of 71/100 on the Freedom House scale for freedom in the 

world as of 2021 (Freedom House, 2021c) which is sufficient to be referred 

to as a “free” country. In the case of the latter country the score is 76/100, it 

should however be acknowledged that the Gaza Strip and the West Bank are 

considered separate in Freedom House’s report on Israel and are therefore 

not included in their assessment (Freedom House, 2021d).  

There are a total of 18 countries in the Middle East, 25 in what is known as 

“the greater Middle East” (Amber Pariona, 2020). The latter being the 

definition utilized henceforth and will be referred to upon mentioning the 

“Middle East”. In comparison with South America for example, with 12 

sovereign states (Jason Shvili, 2021) and two full-fledged democracies – the 

region is unlike the Middle East to a much greater degree democratic, with 

multiple “imperfect democracies” and hybrid regimes which differ between 

autocratic and democratic governance styles (Americas Quarterly, 2015). 

The Middle East and North Africa (MENA) remain the final frontier for 

democracy to conquer.  
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The focus of this paper will be placed upon Afghanistan primarily, however 

Libya and Iraq are incorporated in unison in order to partly understand the 

impact of US foreign policy on Afghanistan by looking at other instances 

within the region of similar character, partly to understand Afghanistan itself 

by turning to its surrounding neighbours.  

There are multiple different factors that drive democracy; however two 

factors will be in the centre – that of international actors and a culture aspect. 

1.1 Research Question 

What explains the failure of democracy in the Middle East? Does the US’ 

unsuccessful foreign policy and the absence of democratic culture 

demonstrate the lack of democracy in these countries, most notably 

Afghanistan?  

 

 

1.2 Method 

In order to obtain valuable and insightful data this thesis will utilize a case 

study method combined with a statistical angle, as such is deemed most 

efficient in the determination of the US’ and democratic culture’s impact on 

Afghan rule.  

 

 

 

 



 

5 

 

2 Previous research and theory 

 

In order to best tackle the subject matter there are a few perspectives worth 

focusing on. The primary two this paper will seek to use is that of pre-

existing conditions that either enable or hinder democratic development in a 

country, and the approach taken by the US’ foreign policy to attempt to 

spread their liberal democracy. These conditions being under the ‘democratic 

culture’ umbrella as defined by Saiful Mujani in his dissertation Religious 

Democrats: Democratic Culture and Muslim Political Participation in Post-

Suharto Indonesia: “social capital, political tolerance, political engagement, 

political trust, and support for the democratic system– and political 

participation” (S. Mujani, 2003:ii).  

The US’ foreign policy on the other hand stems from a national interest in 

spreading the norms and way of life that is democracy. However, the essence 

does not lie in a governmental desire to spread the American way of liberal 

life nearly as much as it does from a perceived necessity to reduce the 

number of potential threats on the international playing field by spreading 

democracy. The 1800s to the 1990s has according to Samuel Huntington 

proven, assuming the current trend of primarily peaceful engagements 

between democratic countries persist: “So long as this phenomenon 

continues, the spread of democracy in the world means the expansion of a 

zone of peace in the world” and is further believed to equal a peaceful world 

(S. Huntington, 1991:29). This is desirable for any democratic country in 

fact, however what makes it an even more worthwhile struggle for the United 

States is as Huntington puts it: “its identity as a nation is inseparable from its 

commitment to liberal and democratic ideas”. Unlike many other countries 

who can make fundamental changes politically and remain intact, the US do 

not share such an alternative. Therefore, as a beacon of democracy in the 
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modern world: “Americans have a special interest in the development of a 

global environment congenial to democracy” (S. Huntington, 1991:30). 

2.1 Drivers of democracy 
 

Jan Teorell claims that there are four fashions by which democracy thrives 

alternatively came to be. These “prominent theories of democratization” are 

modernization theory, “the so-called transition paradigm”, the “social forces 

tradition” and finally the “new economic approach to explaining 

democratization” (Jan Teorell, 3:2010). Each of these theories provide a 

piece of the puzzle, with modernization theory stating that countries 

continually saw steady progression with educational expansion, an 

increasingly thriving industrialisation and economic development, which in 

sum created a platform for democracy to be built upon (Jan Teorell, 3-

4:2010). The transition paradigm is briefly put the notion that democracy was 

brought about by a combination of strategic know-how and coincidence by 

quote unquote “elite actors” (Jan Teorell, 4:2010). The third argues in 

essence that democracy is the result of a “mass-mobilisation” of primarily 

the working-class and the fourth states that: “democratic institutions have 

been granted by the rich as a concession to the poor” (Jan Teorell, 4:2010) 

due to a reduced sense of dread of any and all things regarding economic 

redistribution.  

The most recognizable and seemingly relevant of the four theories of 

democratic development is coincidentally the oldest of the bunch, namely 

Lipset’s modernization theory. Applying it to the Middle East however does 

yield a remarkable result; looking to Saudi Arabia, Qatar, or the United Arab 

Emirates (UAE) for example, each a rich country with a GDP per capita of 

20,110.316 US dollars (The World Bank, 2020a), 50,805.464 US dollars 

(The World Bank, 2020b), & 36,284.555 US dollars (The World Bank, 

2020c) respectively. Comparing such numbers to Sweden, a rich, highly 
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democratic country with a high standard of living which had as of 2020 a 

GDP per capita of 52,274.409 US dollars (The World Bank, 2020d). Another 

comparison can be made with Germany that had, as of 2020 a grand total of 

46,208.429 US dollars (The World Bank, 2020e). That places Qatar ahead of 

Germany in GDP per capita quite substantially. Despite that however Qatar 

is not even remotely as democratic as Germany with a Freedom House 

freedom score of 25/100 (Freedom House, 2021f), while Germany has a 

score of 94/100 (Freedom House, 2021e).  

However due to this data it becomes evident that the economic view is 

flawed in terms of being a factor that creates democracy – as Qatar and UAE 

are very wealthy, yet neither are of a democratic disposition. The third theory 

“social forces” (Jan Teorell, 4:2010) is more interesting because it reflects, to 

an extent, the democratic culture this paper seeks to examine. Teorell also 

argues that albeit containing some pieces of truth each of these four theories 

are flawed. His most interesting argument, however, is that he states that 

“Having a predominantly Muslim population, or being dependent on foreign 

trade, are both factors that appear to impede democratization” (Jan Teorell, 

8:2010). Two acutely relevant findings as the populations of the Middle East 

are to a great extent Muslim, particularly that of Libya and Iraq – with Libya 

and Iraq being heavy oil exporters (OEC, 2019a. OEC, 2019b). Although it 

must be noted that the reason behind why these two factors impede 

democratization is not at all a clear-cut answer. Such a finding is noted as not 

being rooted in oil wealth, so-called “female subordination” or “superior 

economic performance”. The same can be said of the idea that it is a cultural 

phenomenon (Jan Teorell, 8:2010).  
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2.2 Theory & concepts 
 

‘Political culture’ is defined according to G. Almond and S. Verba’s Civic 

Culture (S. Mujani, 2003:3) which identifies the concept as consisting of 

“individual knowledge or belief, feelings or affection, and evaluation or 

judgment of the political system in general” (S. Mujani, 2003:3). It is argued 

that ‘variation’ within this concept is directly shaping “political 

participation” and “effect democratic stability” (S. Mujani, 2003:3).  

2.3 Democratic culture 
 

As priorly stated ‘democratic culture’ is merely an umbrella term containing 

several components, all essential in order to understand whether there exists 

a causality between the presence of democratic culture, the US interventions 

& its respective outcomes.  

2.3.1 Social capital 
 

‘Social capital’ as defined by OxfordLanguages for Google, the prior being 

administered by the Oxford University Press (2021) is “networks of 

relationships among people who live and work in a particular society”. In the 

context of studies of democracy it is based upon two aspects: ‘interpersonal 

trust’ and ‘networks of civic engagement’ (S. Mujani, 2003:128).  

2.3.1.1 Interpersonal trust 
 

Trust between individuals is a central cog in the colossal machine that is a 

well-functioning democracy due to a fundamental challenge embedded 

within collective decision-making, namely altogether different degrees of 

knowledge and understanding of topics amongst people. Because of this it is 

near impossible to host universally fair decision-making processes as it 
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would mean every participant would require both the necessary amount of 

time to conduct a rational choice and equal access to the same information, 

which in theory is ideal but lacks a practical ‘ideal’ counterpart. An issue 

triumphed over through trust from those lacking time to become informed or 

otherwise knowledgeable within a certain domain, to those that are (in for 

example institutions) and by doing so it becomes possible to move beyond 

this obstacle (S. Mujani, 2003:129-130).  

2.3.1.2 Civic engagement 
 

‘Networks of civic engagement’ “refers to the involvement of citizens in 

voluntary associations or civil society” (S. Mujani, 2003:142). Mujani further 

references Robert D. Putnam’s Making Democracy Work (1993) in which it 

is argued that “the denser such networks in a community, the more likely that 

its citizens will be able to cooperate for mutual benefit” (R. D. Putnam, 

1993:173). Furthermore, the essence of this component’s relevance in 

relation to democracy originates in the belief that through social interaction, 

be it in voluntary organisations or a dinner with friends and family, the 

individual(s) partaking is inevitably briefed about “policies and actions 

which may affect public life” (S. Mujani, 2003:143) which has the ability to 

promote political participation to varying degrees.  

2.3.1.3 Political tolerance 
 

Another piece of the puzzle that is democratic culture is tolerance between 

people with different religious beliefs, moral values, and political interests as 

well as similar points where conflict may arise. It is deemed a core segment 

for a functioning democracy to enable peaceful resolution of conflict, 

however it is important to note that tolerance in this instance does not 

translate into citizens respecting each other’s position in different topics. 

Tolerance in this instance mean that regardless of one’s opinion of the other 
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or vice versa, neither party involved shall interfere with the by citizenship 

granted rights, for example utilizing freedom of speech. As Mujani puts it: 

“A Christian is allowed to hate a Muslim, for example, but he or she is only 

intolerant if he attempts to prevent Muslims from observing their religion, 

becoming a neighbor…” (S. Mujani, 2003:164).  

Furthermore, political tolerance serves to strengthen democratic stability and 

is, theorized Dahl (1971:108) especially difficult in countries with a 

‘subcultural pluralism’. That is countries with domestic groups ranging from 

different religious beliefs to ethnicity, such as certain parts of the Middle 

East in which neighbouring countries’ populace differentiate between Jews, 

Zionists, and Muslims (both Shia and Sunni devotees) for example. Dahl 

continues by stating: “Polyarchy in particular is more frequently found in 

relatively homogenous countries than in countries with a great amount of 

subcultural pluralism.” (R. Dahl, 1971:108). Polyarchy being Dahl’s term for 

‘democracy’, he argues that political tolerance is more commonly found in 

countries with a more unified populace in regard to ethnic-, religious-, and 

geographical aspects (R. Dahl, 1971:108).  

2.3.2  Political engagement 
 

A third aspect under the ‘democratic culture’ umbrella is ‘political 

engagement’ which is defined as “the extent to which a citizen is 

psychologically engaged in politics or concerned with public issues” (S. 

Mujani, 2003:200-201). It is simply put the degree to which an individual in 

a society reflects over political or public issues. In a less simple manner, it 

consists of five parts: political- interest, partisanship, efficacy, information, 

and discussion. ‘Political interest’ being a matter of curiosity as opposed to 

motivation to partake, it is perceived according to Mujani to result in 

involvement in political behaviour such as voting (2003:202). ‘Political 

partisanship’ however is an individual’s identification with a group of some 
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kind. In this particular context of democratic culture said group(s) are 

political parties. The closer one identifies with a party, the greater one’s 

commitment to politics become in the sense that voting and the importance 

of results of voting(s) grow too.  

‘Political information’ on the other hand describes the political part of an 

individual’s knowledge. Here media plays a great role as an informant for the 

individual to abide by. A ‘political discussion’ is simply put a discussion of 

matters political, i.e. an exchange of thoughts and actions within a political 

context. Finally, ‘political efficacy’ describes the individual’s personally 

perceived ability to impact or affect government decision-making (S. Mujani, 

2003:210). 

2.3.3  Supporting democracy 
 

Mujani defines support for the democratic system, in other words a 

consolidated democracy by quoting four authors in three works. The first of 

which being Larry Diamond, the second Adam Przeworski and the final two 

being Juan Linz and Alfred Stepan. All three quotes lay emphasis on the 

explicit need of democracy being considered the only way of governing a 

state, however they differ in that Diamond argue that the essence lies in the 

people becoming widely and “profoundly” convinced that democracy is 

legitimate. So much so, that it will not collapse due to its citizens lack of 

faith in the system. Przeworski however lay weight not in the citizens per 

say, rather in the political elite to when facing defeat in for example a 

national election their desire is to attempt victory in a coming national 

election as opposed to an armed coup d’état. The final aspect in this trinity 

can best be described by a nation facing obstacles of great proportions, be 

they economic or otherwise, and yet the populace remains firm in their 

conviction that resolution of said problems be best achieved through the 

mechanisms and functions of democracy (S. Mujani, 2003:234-235). 
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2.3.4  Participation in political matters 
 

The final piece of the democratic culture puzzle is that of political 

participation, the perceived essence of democracy itself. It is each and every 

citizens ability and often times desire to influence the output produced by 

government, be it lower taxes or otherwise (S. Mujani, 2003:269). 

Furthermore, it can be defined by four criteria: “activities or actions, ordinary 

citizens, politics and influence” (S. Mujani, 2003:272). Mujani further claims 

that “activities or actions” (ibid.) is limited to active action such as voting or 

protest as opposed to “following political news through mass media” which 

is passive (S. Mujani 2003:273).  

2.4 Understanding the United States foreign policy 
 

Robert C. Diprizio theorizes in his book Armed Humanitarians: U.S. 

Interventions from Northern Iraq to Kosovo (2002) that in contrast with 

popular belief media, congress, the military, or the public are “rarely central 

to determining U.S. policy” (2002:xi). Instead he argues that “presidential 

discretion” plays a much larger role in choosing whether to intervene or not 

in a humanitarian crisis.  

In line with Huntington’s previously mentioned statement that the US 

pursues an agenda of spreading democracy in the world as a form of self-

preservation, the US succeeded through military, economic and diplomatic 

influence on making “human rights and democracy major issues in 

international relations” (S. Huntington, 1991:94). Much of democratic 

change, particularly in South America is ascribed to the Carter administration 

(1977-81) and its pursuit of human rights abuses. As noted by Julio 

Sanguinetti: “The vigorous policies of the Carter Administration were the 

most important outside influence on Uruguay’s democratization process” (S. 

Huntington, 1991:96). However it was also noted by authoritarian regime 



 

13 

 

leaders as “interference” “in their domestic politics” (ibid.), as well as the 

“head of the Moscow chapter of Amnesty International in 1980” stating that 

“he has already entered Russian history with this policy”.  

Furthermore, the US took less conventional routes to encourage 

democratization. An example of such is “… what were probably tens of 

millions of dollars from the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA) to the 

Socialist Party in Portugal in 1975” (S. Huntington, 1991:94). More public 

paths taken include “several millions of dollars from the Agency for 

International Development (AID) and the National Endowment for 

Democracy to ensure a fair referendum on General Pinochet in Chile in 

1988”. Suffice to say, the list can be made long.  

It has been a longstanding theme to promote democracy in the world dating 

back to the Cold War and the motives as to why has according to Nicolas 

Bouchet never been cautiously mentioned but rather quite openly: 

“democratization was overtly acknowledged to represent a strategic benefit 

for the United States, supposed to produce security and economic gains” (N. 

Bouchet: 2013:31). Bouchet furthers his argumentation by re-iterating the 

notion earlier presented by Samuel Huntington: “The idea that democracy 

abroad benefits the security and prosperity of the United States is at the heart 

of the liberal internationalist tendency in its foreign policy” (N. Bouchet, 

2013:33). In American history this agenda was limited at first by its “power 

and international engagement” being “too limited to be translated into actions 

on the global stage” (ibid.) and later on by the Soviet Union during the Cold 

War era. Much thanks to losing its only true opposition globally after the 

Soviet Union collapsed, the US grew able to engulf the world in its 

democratic principles (ibid.). It is however worth noting that ‘sharing 

democracy with the world’ is not the main focus for the United States instead 

it uses democracy as a vessel to travel upon when it aligns with other key 

interests, be it natural resources or otherwise (N. Bouchet, 2013:33-34). The 
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importance of democratic values such as individual freedom in American 

society should naught be ignored, despite its importance however, emphasis 

in its foreign policy lie in the perceived national interest.  

2.5 The Afghan perspective 
 

Afghanistan has dating back to 1839 found itself in conflict with foreign 

western powers. Great Britain, Russia and The United States have since been 

conducting heavy military operations in the nation (Becky Little, 2018).  

On a scale of 0–100, Afghanistan merely achieves 27/100 points by Freedom 

House’s measurement of a free country (for more information on their 

methodology, view their website). The presence in modern time of severe 

“violence, corruption, patronage and flawed electoral processes” (Freedom 

House, 2020a) hinder the growth and establishment of both civil liberties and 

political rights (ibid.). In 2019 the presidential election poll saw multiple 

delays and despite precautions such as the introduction of ‘biometric voter 

verification technology’ international observers stood firm in the conclusion 

that results from said poll would be flawed to some extent, in part due to “a 

number of attacks targeting voters on election day” (ibid.) however above all 

the remarkably low voter turnout is likely at fault. Much like with the 

presidential election the 2018 parliamentary election suffered from attacks. 

Taliban threats were honoured resulting in 56 killed and 379 injured voters 

(ibid.). In the final month of 2018, the ‘Electoral Complaints Commission’ 

came to the verdict that: “all votes cast in Kabul province were invalid due to 

widespread fraud” (ibid.). Multiple members of the ‘election management 

bodies’ found themselves facing criminal prosecution and sentencing due to 

corruption in early 2019.  

A primary source of limitation for common folk’s political life is the Taliban 

insurgency which has “publicly opposed” multiple elections (ibid.) which 

combined with a probable presence of electoral fraud represents major 
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challenges. Furthermore the degree to which government functions in the 

country is questionable, as corruption can be found in multiple levels of state 

– both within law enforcement and senior officials. Most notably “(SIGAR) 

confirmed that the AJCJ was failing to prosecute senior officials accused of 

corruption” (ibid.), SIGAR being the ‘US Special Inspector General for 

Afghanistan Reconstruction’ and AJCJ the ‘Anti-Corruption Justice Centre’.  

Finally, there is little to no personal autonomy due to the ‘civil conflict’ with 

both the Taliban and as of late ISIS (ibid.). 

An important note to take on the topic of democracy promotion in 

Afghanistan is the presence of the United States Agency of International 

Development (USAID), a body of the US government which has amongst 

other things, aided in the establishment of media outlets – seeing an increase 

from effectively zero to 464 different outlets (USAID, 2021). Furthermore, 

assistance has been provided within key areas such as electoral processes, 

rule of law and reduction of corruption (USAID, 2021). A major caveat here 

is the US withdrawal from Afghanistan which according to “Stanford Law 

national security law expert” Allen Wiener, “clearly imperils these gains” in 

reference primarily to human rights advancements, in particular that of 

women, as the Taliban has effectively won the civil war (Allen S. Weiner, 

2021). 

2.6 The Libyan perspective 
 

“Libya has been racked by internal divisions and intermittent civil conflict… 

international efforts to bring rival administrations together in a unity 

government have repeatedly failed, and interference from regional powers 

has exacerbated the fighting” (Freedom House, 2021b). In contrast with 

Afghanistan, Libya obtained a meagre 9/100 on the 0-100 scale for Freedom 

in the world. As stated in the introduction Libya has: “devolved into a failed 

state” (A. J. Kuperman, 2015:67). Libya’s electoral process is best explained 
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by summarizing that free and fair elections of both legislative representatives 

and head of government (i.e. president, prime minister) did not occur. As of 

Freedom House’s report there is one ‘government’ in Tobruk being the 

House of Representatives and another ‘government’ in Tripoli known as the 

General National Congress. There are severe limitations on political 

participation, attributed to the presence of: “armed groups, which wield 

significant power and influence on the ground” (Freedom House, 2021b) 

which disables any and all realistic opportunities for candidates to compete 

fairly. In essence, Libya is country divided by multiple militarized factions 

competing for power. Freedom House further elaborates on the political 

rights for various societal groups such as LGBT+, those with different 

religious beliefs, ethnic backgrounds, and others by stating that “The political 

impasse and armed conflict prevented all segments of the population from 

exercising their basic political rights in 2020.”  

According to an article from The Atlantic the failure of democratizing Libya, 

the US president of the time Barrack Obama stated in an interview that: 

“there has to be a much more aggressive effort to rebuild societies that didn’t 

have any civic traditions” (D. Tierney, April 15th, 2016). Tierney further 

argues that there is a trend of US interventions, showcased through both Iraq 

and Afghanistan where leadership was toppled and little to no effort was 

made to organize, rebuild, and stabilize the country afterwards. A deeply 

embedded notion resides in the “American way of war” (D. Tierney, April 

15th, 2016) namely a strong incitement to view conventional war(s) as the 

utmost task of US military operations, disregarding stabilization- and nation-

building operations despite their vital importance to the nation(s) subjected to 

the American war machine.  

2.7 The Iraqi perspective 
 



 

17 

 

From a democratic perspective modern day Iraq can be considered a country 

well on the way in terms of its foundations – there are competitive elections 

on a regular basis and multiple different groups, be they ethnic, religious, or 

otherwise are politically represented. In practice there are a series of 

difficulties preventing a functional democracy; corruption and general 

security threats are prevalent – with democratic institutions failing to resist 

illegitimate outside influences, one of these being of an Iranian character, as 

the Iranian government according to Freedom House has found itself being 

able to impact Iraqi politics more and more (Freedom House, 2021g). As of 

2021 their freedom score is located at a meagre 29/100 with 16 out of a total 

of 40 being rooted within the political rights area, and the remaining 13 

points (out of a total of 60) are within the area of civil rights – which are 

honoured in Iraqi law albeit not so much in practice due to a “limited 

capacity to prevent and punish violations” (Freedom House, 2021g).  

Iraq has since the US invasion of 2003 been in disarray due to US influence. 

According to Anthony Cordesman (2020) the United States has never 

possessed an effective plan for Iraq post-invasion to “create a stable post-

conflict Iraq”. With no plan to rely on after the 2003 invasion for rebuilding 

Iraqi governance the result post-Saddam Hussein was abysmal with 

deepened ethnic divisions, sectarian conflict, empowerment of extremists 

and, ultimately, the foundation for a new war. After fighting said ‘new war’ 

from 2004 to 2010, the US withdrew all efforts towards nation building 

alongside its armed forces – creating a power vacuum which allowed ISIS to 

develop a presence in Iraq (Anthony Cordesman, 2020). As of today the US 

has given up any and all serious efforts at economic assistance too with no 

serious plans for “efforts at economic reform, stability, and growth” 

(Anthony Cordesman, 2020).  
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3 Methodology 

What explains the failure of democracy in the Middle East? Does the US’ 

unsuccessful foreign policy and the absence of democratic culture 

demonstrate the lack of democracy in these countries, most notably 

Afghanistan?  

The bulk of this thesis will be based upon a case study method combined 

with statistical input for the purpose of creating a thorough review of existing 

data in a fashion that will efficiently answer the research question. By 

incorporating the Arab Barometer with a case study enables a deeper more 

accurate understanding of the role the absence of democratic culture, 

assuming there is one, and the degree of its existence plays in Afghanistan.  

3.1 Hypothesis 
 

This thesis aims to assess the hypotheses that the United States’ foreign 

policy is the cause of the lack of democracy in Afghanistan, and that the 

degree of democratic culture is, albeit important for developing a democracy, 

not the main contributing factor in the case of Afghanistan.  

 

3.2 Motivation behind choice of cases 

Afghanistan, Libya & Iraq are highly valuable subjects of analysis as they 

both fit the criteria(s) of the study, that of which being: having been the 

subject of a militarized US presence which, one way or another, left in its 

wake a destabilized government.  

An important note to make regarding all three countries is their inherent 

geopolitical value. One need but observe an ever so slightly up-to-date map 

to see it: Libya possesses a northern coast which makes it an irrefutable hub 
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for refugees from all over the continent. Iraq lies dead centre in the region 

and can, if so desired, function as a staging ground for military forces 

regardless of size. Lastly Afghanistan borders with Pakistan and Iran and lies 

located within a reasonable distance to China. Needless to say, with China on 

the rise to become a superpower in its own right the US for example, will 

whilst present in Afghanistan possess the military ability to put their boot on 

China’s neck if so desired without truly being threatening. Their mere 

presence in the region may potentially achieve such. Another aspect of major 

importance is securing access to oil, without which both civilian and military 

machinery seizes to function. According to Rasoul Sorkhabi (2014) the 

Middle East possess “nearly half of the world’s proven recoverable crude”. 

Maintaining a presence in the region becomes infinitely easier if there exists 

a country which cannot maintain control within its own borders. Suffice to 

say, there arguably exists incentive to keep the Middle Eastern governments 

in disarray if opportunity presents itself.  

3.3 Qualitative method 

What is a case study? Rashid et al (2019:2) states that a: “case study is a 

research methodology that helps in exploration of a phenomenon within 

some particular context through various data sources”. More specifically, the 

purpose of a case study is to examine a section of history in order to either 

develop or test probable, generalizable explanations. A case study is in line 

with both ‘statistical methods’ and ‘formal modeling’ as they share an 

epistemological logic (A. Bennett et al, 2005:5). In other words there exists a 

common thread in how they asses, obtain and define ‘knowledge’. There 

does however exist a firm methodological difference between said three 

approaches, mainly in how case selection, the utilization of deductive and 

inductive logic as well as operationalization of variables occur (A. Bennett et 

al, 2005:6). It is also worth noting that albeit similar, they are not identical in 

their epistemological logic. An essential part of defining a case study lies in 
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clarifying that a case study is not restricted to one single case as is easily 

deducted not only from it being written in singular but because its apparent 

similarity to a ‘comparative method’. However, it is rather capable of 

including a small number of cases according to Bennett et al: “we define case 

study methods to include both within-case analysis of single cases and 

comparisons of a small number of cases” (A. Bennett et al, 2005:18, my 

italics). The reason for such is a “growing consensus” that the optimal 

manner in which a case study may produce good results in through a 

“combination of within-case analysis and cross-case comparison (A. Bennett 

et al, 2005:18).  

3.3.1 The strength of case studies 

 “Case studies allow a researcher to achieve high levels of conceptual 

validity” (A. Bennett et al, 2005:19) which translate into high levels of being 

able to locate and to measure such indicators best fit to “represent the 

theoretical concepts the researcher intends to measure.” (A. Bennett et al, 

2005:19). For various reasons such as context or simply the nature of the 

indicator a researcher in the social sciences desire to measure tend to be 

rather complex. So much so that Bennett et al refers to it as “notoriously 

difficult to measure” (A. Bennett et al, 2005:19) they also illuminate that 

case studies are uniquely equipped to perform a ‘detailed consideration of 

contextual factors’ which is an area within both statistical methods & formal 

modeling find great challenge in. Bennett et al consistently reiterate that in 

modern research any single method of obtaining knowledge (i.e. statistical 

methods, formal modeling or case studies) is not exclusively the best but 

rather in a more symbiotic manner between the methods are the best results 

obtained (A. Bennett et al, 2005:18, 20). An example of such can be found in 

the previously utilized Saiful Mujani’s dissertation Religious Democrats: 

Democratic Culture and Muslim Political Participation in Post-Suharto 

Indonesia in which he argues in his abstract that “most theories about the 
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negative relationship between Islam and democracy rely on an interpretation 

of the Islamic political tradition” (S. Mujani, 2003:ii), later stating that the 

same goes for positive accounts of said relation, which has in part prompted 

Mujani to conduct a study which strives to bridge the gap between case 

studies and an empirical (i.e. statistical) analysis by conducting the latter. 

This has, in turn, partly inspired me to conduct yet another case study with a 

portion of the foundation in Mujani’s work.  

Bennett et al (2015:18, 20) repeatedly claims that modern research draws the 

greatest benefit from a combination of different fashions by which one may 

obtain information. Therefore I deem it a missed opportunity to enhance this 

paper if a statistical angle was not pursued in unison with the case study.  

The second strength with case studies as Bennett et al puts it is that the 

process of stumbling onto new a hypothesis becomes more likely. When 

gathering material to build a thesis upon whilst utilizing the case study 

method, the emergence of an anomaly has the potential of opening routes 

into completely different and new hypotheses which may lead to new 

theories being developed altogether (A. Bennett et al, 2005:20). This is 

unique to case studies because: “Unless statistical researchers do their own 

archival work, interviews, or face-to-face surveys with open-ended questions 

in order to measure the values of the variables in their model, they have no 

unproblematic inductive means of identifying left-out variables” (A. Bennett 

et al, 2005:20). Put differently, statistical methods are borderline incapable of 

giving rise to new hypotheses unless they do “their own archival work…”. 

By combining statistics with a case study however, such a weakness becomes 

null and void.  

3.3.1.1 The quantitative method 
 

Quantitative methods are to many synonymous with statistical methods and 

for good reason, statistics are often utilized in order to compile and clarify 
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the results from a quantitative method such as an inquiry. As far as inquiries 

go, there are two relevant forms, so-called informant inquiries and 

respondent inquiries (Esaiasson et al, 235:2017). The latter of these two is 

the one being utilized in this assignment, and it can be further divided into an 

inquiry with its basis in an interview & a so-called survey inquiry or a 

questionnaire (Esaiasson et al, 236:2017). Once again, the latter is the one 

used. Upon conducting a survey inquiry or a questionnaire the respondents in 

general receive the same set of questions, so-called “standardized questions” 

with a predetermined set of answers to choose from (Esaiasson et al, 

236:2017). However it is not uncommon that there are open-ended questions 

in surveys that allow participants to express themselves more thoroughly 

(Esaiasson et al, 237:2017).  

This approach is a highly efficient fashion by which one can gather large 

samples of data, and there are several datasets available such as the cross-

national Arab Barometer if one does not desire to conduct an inquiry of such 

a magnitude oneself. A common key objective for surveys of this kind is to 

attain a random selection of participants which is also commonly known as 

simple random sampling. Attainment of such mean that, from a 

methodological viewpoint, the results may be generalized onto the general 

public (Esaiasson et al, 237:2017).  

3.4 Selection of dataset(s) 
 

I have elected to utilize sources and citations from renowned University 

presses such as the MIT Press, Yale University press and their peers, with the 

explicit exception of news articles meeting the same criteria of being 

renowned or, in the unique case of Rashid et al (2019) being of utmost 

relevance whilst originating from a university despite not sharing such a 

household name as MIT or Yale, for example. In the instance of the article 

The Legacy of Obama’s ‘Worst Mistake’ by Dominic Tierney, the author 
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himself is a professor of political science at the Swarthmore College. 

Therefore, credibility is owed to its content to a much greater extent 

compared to if a ‘normal’, ‘mainstream’, news article might produce. 

The Arab Barometer cross-national survey has also been utilized for the 

purpose of answering whether there exists a democratic culture with the 

people of Iraq and Libya with the intent on generalizing such to Afghanistan, 

due to the unfortunate lack of data on Afghanistan’s populace itself. 
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4 Results  

The current state of Libya and Afghanistan has in their respective regard 

been exacerbated by foreign powers, both regional and international political 

forces. In the instance of Iraq, even more so.  

4.1 Is the US’ foreign policy to blame? 
 

There are records of increasing meddling from Iran in national politics 

(Freedom House, 2021g), as well as a presence of corruption and other 

general security threats. Furthermore, it is firmly noted that the US’ mission 

in Iraq (Freedom House, 2021g), much like in Afghanistan (Allen S. Wiener, 

2021), lack any genuine strategy for democratization. Cordesman (2020) 

paint a rather clear picture of how the US has ever since the 2003 invasion of 

Iraq failed repeatedly by focusing solely on toppling the regime of Saddam 

Hussein with little to no regard for ushering in a new means of governance. 

As a result of the state of government Iraq found itself becoming a breeding 

ground for extremism, conflict and deepened ethnic division.  

Afghanistan has had the United States Military present for nearly two 

decades in country and despite such it remains undemocratic. As of 2020 the 

country itself had seen multiple implementations of democratic institutions & 

for example biometric voter verification technology in order to ensure a just 

voting system. The existence of the US Special Inspector General for 

Afghanistan Reconstruction (SIGAR) and the United States Agency of 

International Development (USAID, 2021) and their respective achievements 

in the country, such as anti-corruption schemes and assistance with electoral 

processes amongst other things speak great volumes in favour of US 

democratization efforts. That being said however, in 2018 the votes of the 

parliamentary election in the Kabul province were deemed invalid due to 

severe counts of fraud in the region – The Taliban threatened and ultimately 

targeted voters on election day resulting in, beyond dozens killed and 
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hundreds injured, a very low voter turnout in the election (Freedom House, 

2020a). Furthermore, in 2021 the US withdrew all its personnel from 

Afghanistan after which the Afghan government experienced a swift collapse 

at the hand of the Taliban who present a clear and immediate danger to any 

and all advancements, both democratic but also to human rights and in 

particular the rights of women (Allen S. Weiner, 2021).  

One most important aspect to the US’ sudden withdrawal resides in its 

viewpoint of democracy in relation to foreign policy. Bouchet (2013:33-34) 

argues that although democracy in foreign countries aligns well with the 

“liberal internationalist tendency in its foreign policy”, the United States 

utilizes democracy as a vessel meant to be used for the purpose of attainment 

of other highly valued interests, such as natural resources. An essential 

aspect to the US’ use of democracy as a vessel when on par with national 

interests, be they what they may, is that they are capable of great fluctuation 

depending on the current “presidential discretion” (Robert C. Diprizio, 

2002). If the perceived national interest(s) are altered in a fashion that in 

essence render Afghanistan redundant to the United States’ national 

interest(s), the support of democracy promotion is relinquished alongside it.  

In the case of Libya there lies evident similarities in the notion that an 

alteration in national interest(s) may turn a campaign meant to democratize a 

country into a mere coup d’état hiding under the flag of democratization. 

Differences exist however, with Libya being a “failed state” (A. J. 

Kuperman, 2015:67) obtaining a grand sum of 9/100 by Freedom House’s 

measurement for freedom (2021b). In contrast with Afghanistan, Libya does 

not have one but instead several heavily armed groups each with territorial 

influence all competing for power. Here, much like Iraq, regional powers 

interfere leading to exacerbated fighting – and international efforts have not 

succeeded in installing a centralized government. The United States did not 

maintain a prolonged campaign in Libya neither to a similar capacity as they 
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have done in Afghanistan. The primary achievement was a toppled head-of-

state and after said accomplishment the nation was to a great extend 

abandoned, as is the “American way of war” (D. Tierney, April 15th, 2016).  

4.2 Is democratic culture to blame? 
 

As stated in section 2.3 the democratic culture umbrella consists of social 

capital, which is divided into interpersonal trust and civic engagement, 

political tolerance, political engagement, one’s support of democracy and 

political participation. According to the Arab Barometer survey of 2019 

political participation is notably low in Iraq with a meagre 44 % of eligible 

voters actually partaking – in stark contrast with 62 % five years prior (Arab 

Barometer, 2019).  

 

As seen in figure 1. political interest is low across the board with no age 

group exceeding the 35 % mark. Furthermore, 75 % of Iraqis surveyed find 

politics “… too complicated to understand, and only 26 % say they are at all 

interested in politics in comparison with 52 % in a 2011 survey (Arab 

Barometer, 2019). All in all the interest in politics is very low.  
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Figure 2 shows preference of governance – with 22 % being indifferent to its 

form, 20 % finding non-democratic governance style(s) preferable with a 

majority, albeit a minor one, at a total of 55 % in favour of democracy in all 

situations (Arab Barometer, 2021). In comparison 64 % of Libyans surveyed 

believe that a democratic government is always preferable (Arab Barometer, 

2021). However, as will be shown in figure 3, 65 % of  Libyans surveyed 

also believe that “whether a government is democratic or not does not matter 

as long as it can provide order and stability in the country” (Arab Barometer, 

2021) which arguably indicates that democracy itself is not the end goal as 

much as country-wide stability and a functioning government is.  
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One of the premier intentions with surveying democratic culture through 

Libya and Iraq is to be able to, if the numbers do not differentiate too much, 

generalize them onto Afghanistan. It is inevitable to become a generalization 

of a lacklustre character due to the lack of survey data on Afghanistan itself. 

That being said however, with differentials lying within a margin of less than 

10 % regarding faith in democracy, much like how the belief that non-

democratic governance could be favourable adheres to said margin, the 

generalization gains foothold.  

The respective datasets utilized for Libya and Iraq were not conducted in the 

same year due to there not being a 2021 edition of the report for Iraq, 

limiting it to the 2019 edition in contrast with Libya which was published 

2021. Since then a major development has occurred in Afghanistan, namely 

the US withdrawal of all military personnel.  

4.3 The perception of the United States 
 

One final peculiarity remains to be addressed in regard to democracy 

promotion in the Middle East overall, and especially in Afghanistan, it is the 

question of who is promoting the democracy. The reason why this is of such 
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significance can be indicated by a simple question: if a country has invaded 

your country and drastically impacted your way of life, regardless of what 

that entails, would you be in favour of any and all ideologic and 

governmental change these invaders seek to implement in your country? If 

the answer is no, it becomes fair to assume that the US may struggle in its 

implementation of democracy in Libya, Iraq and by extension Afghanistan. 

Libyans are not timid in expressing their view of the United States with a 

mere 14 % of the people surveyed actually holding a “favourable view of the 

U.S” (Arab Barometer, 2021). These particular survey findings were, it 

should be noted, made during the Trump administration during which it was 

amongst other things a travel ban issued towards “Muslim-majority 

countries” (Arab Barometer, 2021). A list which Libya was included on. 

Their Iraqi neighbours when asked the equivilant landed at 16 % (Arab 

Barometer, 2019), a two-point increase as is shown in figure 4. 

 

 

All-in-all the data surrounding democratic culture indicates great similarities 

which only strengthens its ability to be generalized onto Afghanistan – albeit 
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with the withdrawal of US troops some numbers can be hypothesized to see a 

decrease.  

It is clearly shown that during the recent years there exists a very small group 

of people surveyed that actually believe that US foreign policy has benefitted 

the “Arab region” (Arab Barometer, 2019). Because of this it becomes highly 

evident that with such low numbers of support, chances that the democracy 

peddled by the United States risk becoming branded as undesirable due to its 

inherent and immediate connection to the US itself.  
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5 Conclusion 

 

What explains the failure of democracy in the Middle East? Does the US’ 

unsuccessful foreign policy and the absence of democratic culture 

demonstrate the lack of democracy in these countries, most notably 

Afghanistan? The leading hypotheses was that the United States’ own 

foreign policy is the cause of the lack of democracy in Afghanistan, and that 

the degree of democratic culture is, albeit important for developing a 

democracy, not the main contributing factor in the case of Afghanistan. The 

arguments supporting the hypothesis that the lack of democracy is rooted in 

the US’ foreign policy are plenty.  

Huntington- and Bouchet’s analyses on US foreign policy intersect in the 

notion that an increased democratization in foreign countries is directly 

connected to the US prospering both in terms of security however also 

financially. Bouchet takes it a step further by arguing that it is not democracy 

itself that it the goal which can be seen in the aforementioned intersection: 

democratization is connected to US prosperity economically and within 

security. Furthermore, as is exemplified multiple times in the analysis 

democratic culture is utmost limited in both Libya and Iraq, barely scraping 

together a majority in favour of democratic governance in Iraq. In Libya the 

majority is somewhat greater but possesses a major caveat, namely that an 

even greater majority albeit not much larger, would cast democracy aside if it 

meant increased security and order in the country. Combined with the data 

that US foreign policy during the four-year period of Donald Trump’s regime 

between 2016 and 2020 saw 14 % and 16 % support respectively of the US, 

the main democracy promoter in the region, can by all means be branded as a 

form of self-sabotage if the establishment and perseverance of democracy 

truly is the end-game goal – as opposed to merely a vessel utilized for 
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various other purposes tied to the perceived national interest of the United 

States which is being heavily indicated by Bouchet and Huntington.  

Democratic culture is a contributing factor to the lack of democracy in these 

countries, which mostly hinders independent development of democracy in 

the aforementioned countries and by extension in Afghanistan too. 

Ultimately, however, the United States having been present in Afghanistan 

for some 20- and roughly 15 years in Iraq there has been ample opportunity 

for greater and above all more efficient state- and democracy building post-

conflict in Iraq. Although conflict remained in Afghanistan with the Taliban, 

the on-going siege in the country arguably serves to deepen the divide 

between the US and the Afghan population which if anything stands to 

undermine the way of governance the invading forces are trying implement. 

All-in-all, the lack of truly successful development of democracy in 

Afghanistan can be attributed to the United States’ own actions and above all 

their lack of certain actions, namely post-conflict stabilization efforts as the 

population itself is, as a result of there not being a firm presence of 

democratic culture altogether, unable to construct a well-functioning 

democracy without outside help for the foreseeable future.  

5.1 Future research 
 

An interesting angle of good character which is missing in this paper is a 

comparison to a western country on whether the population in for example 

Sweden believe in democracy itself compared to non-democratic governance 

styles or a lack of preference altogether. However such numbers are not 

documented by Statistiska Centralbyrån, the agency in charge of statistical 

matters such as the census amongst other things at all, most likely due to an 

in-grown belief in democracy and its functionality residing within the 

populace. For future research utilizing such a dataset to highlight the 
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differences between the West and the countries in question in the Middle 

East would strengthen the punchline of this paper and thus the analysis too.  
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