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Demography and Democracy

The Middle East and North Africa have recently experienced one of the

highest population growth rates in the world, which has profoundly

affected the wider region and its institutions. In addition, the current

period of unprecedented political turbulence has further complicated the

picture, resulting in uprisings and resistance movements that have

coincided with intense shifts in sociocultural norms, as well as economic

and political change. Through highlighting the links between population

dynamics and the social and political transitions, this book provides a new

view of these contemporary regional changes. The complexity of the

changes is further explained in the context of demographic transitions

(mortality, fertility, migration) that work hand in hand with development

(economic and social modernization) and, ultimately, democratization

(political modernization). These three Ds (demographic, development

and democratic transitions) are central to Elhum Haghighat’s analysis of

the Middle East and North Africa at this crucial time.

elhum haghighat is a professor and chair of the Department of

Political Science at Lehman College and a professor at the Middle East

and Middle Eastern American Center at the Graduate Center, both at the

City University of New York. She is the author of Women in the Middle

East and North Africa: Change and Continuity (2012).
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Author’s Note

The links between demographic forces and political outcomes are

complex and aremitigated bymany other variables such as geopolitical

forces, available resources (e.g., oil wealth), historical experiences and

the quality of institutions, governance and policies. I know I am trying

to describe a very intricate picture of major changes in the MENA

region, and I am also striving to provide a new lens through which to

view those changes. The fact is, the MENA region is multifaceted.

Demographic transitions (mortality, fertility, migration – the three

pillars of population change) work hand in hand with development

(economic and social change) and, ultimately, democratization (poli-

tical change). The threeD’s are essential to my thesis: MENA societies

are moving toward democratization but at different speeds and along

different paths when compared with conventional wisdom/theories

that project a process that parallels what occurred in the West.

The process of modernization in the MENA is unlike the process of

Western development (explained in Chapter 1). The Western model,

among other things, predicts that as societies modernize, they become

secular; religion should not have a place in the state and should only be

influential in people’s private lives. This reductionist perspective is

rejected. Religion is an important part of these societies and their states

and, in fact, traditional religious institutions provide citizens with

venues to work for reform, to advance democracy and to develop a

unique sense of social and political identity. This is not unique to the

MENA; many other developing countries have experienced a similar

effect (e.g., Indonesia and some of the Latin American countries).

The “Clash of Civilizations” thesis offers a divisive perspective

where “civilizations” and their differences (not similarities) cause

regions such as the MENA to fall behind in development, and religion

(particularly Islam) is not compatible with socioeconomic development

and the modernization process. Sen (1999, 2007) calls the core para-

digm of the “Clash of Civilizations” reductionist; its focus is on us

versus them, where democracy and rationalism are familiar Western
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ideals but foreign to the non-Western world. The “Clash of

Civilizations” polarizes cultures and focuses on the politics of other-

ness (Said, 1993).MENA societies and their social and political institu-

tions are closely intertwined with Islam in different degrees, forms and

shapes, but it is important to keep in mind how and why it has evolved

to this point. Its historical, social and political existence must be

acknowledged, understood and contextualized. That mechanism is

the focus of this book. Courbage and Todd’s (2007) demographic

study of Muslim countries focuses on the causes and consequences of

declining fertility, and tackles and dismisses the “Clash of

Civilizations” thesis within the demographic frame of transition in

Muslim countries. Literacy improvements, higher education (especially

among females) and declining fertility rates are argued to be funda-

mental causes of change and transformation in Muslim countries,

which in turn changes family dynamics and gender relations. Further,

it challenges authorities and authoritarian regimes.

In theWesternmodel, industrial capitalism spursmodernization. But

that took centuries in the West. In the MENA region, demographic

transitions and economic development have proceeded much more

quickly. That is a significant difference. Civil society and liberalism

are expected to expand in modernizing societies, with both citizens and

the state focusing on equal rights and privileges. But political moder-

nization is a slow process. Among most of the MENA countries, socio-

economic developments are impressive while political development

lags, but that does not necessarily mean modernization will never

happen and that political activism is absent.

Within the MENA societies experiencing development, the burning

question is this: When and under what conditions does socioeconomic

development lead to democratization and political development? The

cause-and-effect relationship between democracy and development is

complex. Lipset (1960, 1994) argues that modernization manifests

itself through social conditions that in turn foster democratic culture;

modernization becomes visible through changes in social conditions

that promote democratic culture, a large, educated middle class and

more political awareness. These social conditions also work asmediat-

ing variables. For example, demographic transitions (e.g., lowering of

mortality and fertility), education, health, urbanization and improve-

ment in socioeconomic status all work in favor of the democratization

process. Lerner (1958) identifies micro-level (and individual) factors of

xii Author’s Note
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urbanization, education and communication (e.g., media) as the con-

tributing factors to the process of modernization and democratization

(also see Boix, 2003; Acemoglu and Robinson, 2005; and Inglehart and

Welzel, 2005 for an expanded version of this discourse). While Lipset

(1960) and others have focused on the importance of economic devel-

opment and its various intervening factors (e.g., higher standard of

living due to urbanization and spread of education), Dyson (2010,

2012) does not challenge any of the social phenomena that contribute

to the role of democratization; he does observe, however, that “demo-

graphic processes have huge consequences for development [and] the

fact that the demographic transition has played a fundamental role in

the creation of the modern world has been neglected to a remarkable

degree.”

States obviously play a crucial role in implementing democratic

values and institutions (a top-down approach). But often, the lingering

values of past regimes, totalitarianism and dictatorships do not leave

room for political liberalization and development. Civil societies are

important for modernizing societies and their contributions to the

democratization of nation-states are significant (a ground-up

approach). Civil society organizations play a significant role in the

MENA region. Piety movements across the MENA region often oper-

ate through civil society organizations and are reformist in nature.

They are scrutinizing social and political institutions and perceive a

need for adjustment and reform. The reform, however, is legitimized

through core religious values: honoring the dignity of people and

bringing justice to social and political structures. MENA societies are

creating unique identities contextualized within their modernization

and development experiences. Being modern is acceptable but being

Western is not. The focus of the reform is to create a modern identity

distinct from the Western paradigm. For example, across the MENA,

female piety movements operate within mosques challenging the con-

ventions of the traditionally male domain. They are assuming respon-

sibility to alter the oppressive structures to make changes in their lives

(Krause, 2012; Mahmood, 2005). Western feminism is rejected, but

female piety movements are on a quest for inclusion and equality

within the context of a male-centric culture. They are also expanding

definitions of civil society organizations – beyond those funded by the

United Nations and theWorld Bank, for example. They include charity

organizations run by mosques, informal gatherings in citizens’ homes

Author’s Note xiii
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(e.g., Diwaniyyas, tea and coffee houses, intellectual salons, virtual

blogging and sites). These are mechanisms of political education and

empowerment that are present in theMENA region. These venues have

often been critical in political mobilization (e.g., voting, strategizing,

empowering). Political development andmobilization is a process. And

change and continuity are its key (Rivetti, 2015).

Generally speaking, all demographic indicators have improved in the

MENA region from the wealthiest (Qatar) to the poorest (Yemen)

within the past few decades. This is an indication of the modernization

and development of their economies, infrastructure, health and educa-

tion. Each country, however, is experiencing modernization and demo-

graphic transition at different stages and levels.

Other than the comparative demographic data used throughout this

book, I use four case studies of MENA countries (Yemen, Qatar,

Tunisia and Iran), with different but connected histories, to portray

the varying degrees of progress and achievement among the variables of

change. These four case studies illustrate the unique experiences, the

complexities, dynamics and dimensions of development and the mod-

ernization experience. They also contextualize the process of demo-

graphic and democratic transitions in the MENA and put it in a

historical, socioeconomic and political framework. Broadly speaking,

Tunisia and Iran are in the later stages of their demographic transitions,

Qatar is in the mid/later stage and Yemen is in the earlier stage because

of its high mortality and fertility rates and its high rate of poverty. Each

country’s experience is unique but connected to the regional, historical,

global, political, economic and social change within the context of

demographic transitions and development. This brings us to the issues

of the historical experiences of these countries: History matters. It

reveals how past experiences shape the current political, social and

economic experiences and realities. It highlights the role of the inter-

national community, the role of colonialism and the role of US and

other foreign forces in the region. It explains how oil and other

resources have shaped and are still shaping their development

strategies.
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a long way from what I remember. The city of Zahedan is now a large

city with a university. Health and education resources are much more

widely available, and what were small towns and villages are now

large cities and towns in the province. The university is the second

largest university in the country with two campuses and an

international campus in Chabehar. It has a cadre of professors and
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