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Certain conditions of the contemporary period are bringing to the fore a shift-
ing regional politics in which today’s young people, the most numerous and
educated generation in history, are recognized simultaneously as critical objects
and agents of change.1 Youth in the Muslim Middle East are struggling to exert
their youthfulness in the present and prepare for life transitions in the future in
a context of ubiquitous neoliberal reforms, authoritarian regimes, and ongoing
regional conflicts with no resolution in sight.2 At the same time, due to their
sheer numbers and the meteoric spread of ever mutating youth-led cultures and
movements via horizontal spaces made possible by the new media and infor-
mation and communication technology (ICT), youth embody a force of cultural
regeneration.3

The “question of youth,” especially in the branch of Middle East studies that
deals with international development and regional politics, tends to be addressed
variously as a developmental challenge, a threat, and an opportunity. The chal-
lenge arises from the youth bulge manifest in middle- and low-income countries
of the region and the daunting consequences it has for economic planning and
social provisioning in health and education as well as other sectors. The Arab
states contain among the highest regional average of young people in the world
with 65 percent of the population under twenty-five years old, 20 percent of
whom are in the fifteen to twenty-four age bracket. The Middle East and North
Africa region holds the inauspicious distinction not only of being the fastest
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growing labor force but also of having 25 percent youth unemployment (since
the 1990s), the highest regional average and almost double the global average,
which is 14 percent. In the next ten to fifteen years, some 100 million jobs
must be created in the Arab states to absorb the emerging workforce.4

The threat derives from a supposition that youth, especially young men who
are politically disenfranchised and lack outlets for formal political and economic
participation, will likely resort to some combination of apathy, escapism through
drugs or violence, or radicalization. The post-9/11 “war on terror” rhetoric,
which is fading in the Obama era,5 has been replete with assumptions about
how poverty, democracy deficits, and unemployment present among the greatest
threats to national and international security.6

These assumptions, however, have not been entirely corroborated by empirical
evidence. The Gallup Center for Muslim Studies has produced groundbreaking
data on the views of youth in the Middle East and North Africa region and
Muslim world more broadly, thereby challenging some widely held ideas about
youth dispositions and desires. According to the Gallup studies and other inde-
pendent research, although a minority of youth may express opinions indicative
of radicalization, the majority aspire for justice, opportunities, work, stability,
and the ability to marry and form families.7 Dina, a twenty-one-year-old uni-
versity student in Egypt, sums up youth aspirations well when she explains that
“the ambitions of young people are modest. We want to live at a decent level
[↪alā mustawā karı̄m], get a job, find love, and get married.” These simple
desires seem hopelessly out of reach for scores of young people.8

The inability of so many youth to find contentment in the present, to make
the transition from school to work and from work to adulthood, clearly points to
a situation of widespread generational discontent. However, another recurring
theme in the policy literature is that the youth bulge poses a potential oppor-
tunity, a “demographic dividend”9 or “demographic gift.”10 According to this
reasoning, a proportionately large youthful population becomes an advantage
when human-capital policies harness the energies of youth for a certain path of
development.11 Yet a shortcoming of measuring the value of youth through a
human-capital framework, or one that looks primarily at the productive capacity
of individuals, is that it privileges a neoliberal free-market model of economic
development and does not adequately take into consideration issues of rights,
equity, justice, citizenship, and aspirations of youth themselves. Youth tend to
be treated more as objects than as agents of social and political reform and
economic development.

The extended period of youth can indeed be viewed as an opportunity—but
not in the way that is outlined in much of the development literature. This
elongated waiting period between youth and adult life, although undoubtedly
a period for many of anxiety and insecurity, boredom and withdrawal, and ag-
itation and extremism, is also a period when the young forge a distinct gen-
erational consciousness.12 In other words, the extended period of youth trans-
lates into more leisure time and provides opportunities, especially for schooled
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urban youth, to exert themselves as citizens, consumers, and conduits of change
through youth cultural political forms.13 As legions of young people in the
region use ICT and take part in and initiate youth-led movements,14 as they
spend more time among peers and bypass formal institutions and adult author-
ities, they experience horizontal forms of participation (an experience lacking
in formal institutional structures, such as schools, which tend to be hierarchical
and ageist). A generational consciousness emerging on practices of participation
and converging on issues, broadly defined, of rights and justice seems to be the
basis of social and cultural renewal.

How deeply youth leisure and cultural political activities can transform the
social order toward social justice, equity, and livelihood opportunities is yet to
be seen. However, there is little doubt that a new generational consciousness is
in the making, and understanding and engaging youth should become an even
more distinctive area for Middle East studies.
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