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Who Supports ISIL?:
Understanding the Roots of Sympathy with the Islamic State
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The rise of the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL) offered a significant
and puzzling turning point in the Arab region, casting a large shadow over public
debate. Since 2014, the Arab Opinion Index has sought to better understand
Arab public attitudes towards ISIL. This paper explores findings from the 2016
survey to understand the drivers of positive views of ISIL among a small group of
respondents, and to compare those findings with results from earlier surveys. The
main conclusion is that, the miniscule subset of respondents who have positive
views of ISIL are not inspired by shared values or religiosity. No statistically
significant correlation could be found between respondents’ self-identified
religiosity or their attitudes towards the role of religion in the public sphere and
their views of ISIL. In contrast, attitudes towards ISIL could be attributed to
respondents’ views on a number of political issues affecting the Arab region.
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