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Youth between the ages of  15-24 constitute the 
largest age group among Arab populations of  
the Mediterranean, representing more than 
one third of  the total inhabitants of  the Arab 
region and approximately 20% of  populations 
in Egypt, Iraq, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, 
Oman, Sudan, Syria, Tunisia, Yemen, Jor-
dan, Algeria, and Saudi Arabia.1 Though the 
largest age group population-wise, youth, 
nonetheless, face the greatest challenge in 
terms of  employment. All countries in the 
region have witnessed an increase in youth 
unemployment rates between 1991 and 
2007 with some exception of  some of  the 
Gulf  countries. In fact, youth constituted an 
estimated 44% of  the total unemployed in 
the region – according to the Report on the 
Millennium Development Goals in the Arab 
Region 2005.
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Youth make up the most numerous and, at the same time, most disadvantaged group in the Arab 
region in terms of  visibility and employment. The opportunities for personal development of  
the young in these countries are, indeed, very limited, especially for women, particularly owing 
to social shortcomings in education and culture. The effects of  globalisation, moreover, can be 
a double-edged sword, given that while providing tools to get to know other cultures, they can 
contribute to the increase of  violence and terror. To avoid this, the young must become agents of  
cultural change and be able to participate critically at the heart of  societies in the Arab world.

The latest unfolding events in Gaza serve 
to underline how the Arab region is in the 
throes of  critical political, economic and social 
change, in addition to being beset by major de-
velopmental challenges – exacerbated by the 
ongoing global economic recession. Amongst 
the most vociferous forces to contend with are 
implicit and explicit accusations that the re-
gion is a breeding ground for terrorism. This 
accusation is increasingly difficult to ignore 
when we realise the high incidence of  suicide 
bombings not only within the region but by the 
Arab youth diaspora and the youth of  Arab (and 
Islamic) descent living in the European parts 
of  the Mediterranean. 

In assessing the situation of  youth in de-
veloped economies, the United Nations World 
Youth Report 2007 highlights that “Though 
notable progress has been achieved, there are 

1. All of the opinions expressed in this paper belong to the author alone, and are not necessarily representative of any 
organization, staff or board member.
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still major differentials in youth development 
opportunities within and between the devel-
oped market economies. There remain large 
numbers of  young people who are unable to 
access the benefits of  national growth and 
development and participate fully in society. 
Inequalities in youth development are appar-
ent in all countries for which data are avail-
able, including those in which social welfare 
systems are well established. Inequalities are 
often linked to factors such as class, ethnicity, 
race, gender and migrant status.”2

Many youths see globalisation as 
a multi-faceted phenomenon which 
raises expectations, needs, and ways 
of  interaction, marking a significant 
difference from youth experiences 
in previous generations

Events in Greece show that youths are, for 
better or worse, making their presence and 
their voices heard – and not always in “peace-
ful” ways. At the same time, in the United 
States, it has been argued that the election of  
Barack Obama as the next President was made 
possible in large part due to the energy and 
commitment of  a cross-section of  youth from 
around the country. Moreover, movements for 
environmental change are increasingly being 
led by youth from around the world. Although 
a cliché, it is nevertheless a reality – youth can 
make or break the peace and stability of  our 
planet.

A number of  workshops, conferences and 
publications in and on the Arab and Mediter-
ranean region highlight how it is that young 
people themselves see some of  these develop-
ments, particularly in light of  globalised com-
munication and networking. Many youths see 
globalisation as a multi-faceted phenomenon 

which raises expectations, needs, and ways 
of  interaction, marking a significant differ-
ence from youth experiences in previous gen-
erations. The consequences of  globalisation on 
Arab youth can be assessed in terms of  cultural, 
social, economic and political dynamics. 

Youth, Unemployment and Gender 
Challenges

Unemployment is a key reason behind wide-
spread poverty and its consolidation. It “holds 
youths hostage” at a time when every one of  
them is looking towards achieving a certain lev-
el of  relative independence, finding their own 
identity, or even choosing a partner in marriage. 
The International Labour Organization points 
out that Arab youth (in the MENA region) suf-
fer from unemployment at the rate of  12.2% 
annually. In fact, the 2004 ILO Report indicates 
that this, combined with diminishing, labour 
rights decreasing wage value, and the introduc-
tion of  an average of  2.5 million youths into the 
annual labour market, significantly aggravates 
the reality of  unemployment. The report also 
stresses that female unemployment exceeds 
that of  males by 50%, while youth unemploy-
ment reaches 39% in Algeria, compared to 50% 
in Palestine, and 25% in Egypt. Although un-
employment can be found in all Arab states, it 
does not have the same features. In the Gulf  
States, for instance, economic institutions prefer 
foreign workers who are less costly (in terms of  
wages and maintenance), whereas privatisation 
and structural adjustment have exacerbated un-
employment elsewhere. 

Young women in the Arab region are doubly 
disadvantaged, as both age and gender consid-
erations tend to limit their employment op-
portunities. Some women are able to find jobs, 

2. Available at http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unyin/documents/wyr07_chapter_7.pdf.
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often after overcoming serious obstacles, but a 
relatively large number choose not to partici-
pate in the labour market at all. Female labour 
force participation has increased in many parts 
of  the world over the past two generations, but 
in the Middle East and North Africa the gen-
der gap in employment has remained wide; 
in 2005, the labour force participation rate of  
25.1% for young women was one of  the lowest 
in the world and well below the rate of  54.3% 
for young men in the region. These percent-
ages represent the proportions of  actively 
seeking employment. Only a quarter of  the 
region’s female youth are looking for work, 
and a significant proportion will not be able to 
find jobs; unemployment rates for this group 
in 2004 stood at 26.4% in the Middle East and 
at 46.8% in North Africa.

Globalisation tends to marginalise youths 
with less education and fewer skills, 
which, in turn, contributes to increasing 
poverty rates

Much research indicates that while it was 
assumed that globalisation, with its economic 
mechanisms, would open new labour markets for 
Arab youth, what in fact transpired was that Arab 
markets as a whole were swamped with prod-
ucts from exporting countries. This occurred, 
as subsequent United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP) reports argued,3 through 
monopolising Arab markets and turning them 
into consumer ones. Moreover, globalisation 
tends to marginalise youths with less educa-
tion and fewer skills, and worsen health care 
conditions in production and income-generating 
circles, which, in turn, contributes to increasing 
poverty rates. These same mechanisms of global 
market integration, however, do manage to work 

for a limited number of youths who are fortunate 
enough to possess the right skills and abilities 
to harvest these fruits, thereby to a large extent 
perpetuating the social and economic inequities 
within Arab societies. 

There is general agreement among re-
searchers and labour specialists that there are 
institutional obstacles hindering the creation 
of  job opportunities. Labour markets tend to 
be traditional, narrowly defined, and inflexible, 
which in turn weakens labour mobility across 
the entire Mediterranean region. In addition, 
the lack of  effective integrated support for 
small enterprises plays a role in creating vari-
ous patterns of  unemployment among youths, 
especially in conflict-ridden middle income 
countries, e.g. Palestine and Iraq, or those that 
suffered from civil wars such as Somalia, Leba-
non, Sudan, Djibouti and Algeria. 

In UNDP’s Arab Youth Report, participants 
stressed that fighting unemployment and pov-
erty, and creating job opportunities for youth, 
is a significant challenge facing Arab govern-
ments, particularly since youth represent more 
than one third of  the total inhabitants in the 
Arab region. Additionally, they maintained 
that the existing poverty and employment 
policies are not based on a sound analysis of  
labour markets.

While UNDP’s Report on the Millennium 
Development Goals in the Arab Region 2005 
states that youth education and employment 
is one of  the basic means of  youth empower-
ment, youth in the region considered govern-
ance to be another key issue. They argue that 
democratic governance mechanisms provide 
an institutional framework for youth to par-
ticipate in society, hold authority accountable, 
and ensure transparency in the managing of  
state affairs. 

3. UNDP’s Arab Human Development Reports of 2002, 2003, 2004, and 2005. Also a 2006 joint UNDP-DESA Report 
entitled: Arab Youth Strategizing for the MDGs.
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Many Arab youths are quick to point out 
that the contemporary Arab landscape suf-
fers from a crisis of  youth political empower-
ment, manifested in a sense of  uncertainty 
and insecurity among them. This, in turn, 
heightens their sense of  isolation, prevents 
them from dealing constructively with chal-
lenges, and militates against constructive 
political participation. Many youths per-
ceive democratic governance as an enlarged 
sphere of  participation through elected 
local councils and effective parliamentary 
and party-based presence. In UNDP’s Arab 
Youth Report, as well as the Arab League’s 
Youth Report 2006, many suggested various 
mechanisms to encourage youth participa-
tion in these frameworks, such as allocating 
seats for young people in these structures. 
Others, however, were of  the opinion that en-
couraging broader and more genuine societal 
participation in general would eventually 
result in reaching the sought-after political 
empowerment of  youth.

Many Arab youths are quick to point out 
that the contemporary Arab landscape 
suffers from a crisis of  youth political 
empowerment, manifested in a sense of  
uncertainty and insecurity among them

Specific dynamics of  youth political partici-
pation in occupied and conflict-ridden countries 
are important to keep in mind. The last decade 
witnessed an unprecedented increase in the 
number of  youths engaged in armed conflicts, 
either as victims or as participants. This is es-
pecially the case since 10 out of  the 22 Arab 
countries are currently either under occupa-
tion, undergoing civil war or handling border 
disputes. The importance of  the rehabilitation 
and reintegration of  young combatants, as well 

as those rendered disabled by the conflicts, is 
critical to pave the way for their constructive so-
cial, economic and political participation in the 
respective polities. The emphasis on focusing 
on marginalised and disabled youth segments 
of  the population, however, is not only limited 
to conflict and/or war-torn societies. On the 
contrary, this needs to be a critical feature of, 
on and with youth.

As for young women’s political empower-
ment, in spite of  many of  the gains over the last 
few decades, many analysts would concur that 
it will take a relatively longer time to achieve 
equality in political representation, particularly 
as cultural attitudes and behaviour remain dif-
ficult to change. Unemployment still records its 
highest rates among women, as does poverty, 
and women represent 60% of  the illiterate 
population of  adults in the Arab region. The 
most important indicators of  the gender gap 
can be found in women’s share of  the Gross Do-
mestic Product – a reflection of  the harshness 
of  the life Arab women lead: while women’s 
share of  GDP constitutes 50% of  men’s in all 
developing countries, it drops to 29% only in 
the Arab region. Such percentages decrease 
significantly in countries like Oman (16.6%) 
and Saudi Arabia (16.5%).4

There are a number of  obstacles to wom-
en’s development, in particular practices such 
as violence against young women (e.g. female 
circumcision), honour crimes, and early mar-
riage which occur both in urban and rural areas. 
Early marriage can be especially damning for 
entire generations. Young mothers themselves 
suffer from numerous physical and social chal-
lenges, being unable to continue their educa-
tion and thus marginalised in any job market, 
not to mention a series of  reproductive health 
problems (which form 12.5% of the total health 
problems in the Arab region). At the same time, 

4. UNDP-DESA Report Arab Youth Strategizing for the MDGs.
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these young mothers may not be best qualified 
to care for their own children, either in terms of  
knowing how best to care for them physically, or 
financially. While there are some encouraging 
signs of  steps being taken to raise the age of  
early marriage by law in several Arab countries 
(Tunisia, Egypt, Morocco, and Yemen to name 
but a few) the fact remains that even existing 
laws are often too easily breached.  

A UNICEF-conducted study during a work-
shop jointly organized by UNDP and UNDESA 
(United Nations Department of  Economic and 
Social Affairs) in Bahrain in 2005 indicated that 
48% of  people infected with HIV/AIDS are 
women. In most instances, the study asserts, 
these women are being infected by their hus-
bands who either have extramarital affairs, 
or are drug addicts, or through tainted blood 
transplants. Effectively, therefore, HIV and 

AIDS add a new and burning challenge to the 
realities of  young Arab women.

Globalisation and Culture

The United Nations World Youth Report 2007 
summarises some of  the major global trends on 
and around youth in the following way: “The 
review of  regional experiences suggests that 
young people the world over are in a better 
position than past generations of  youth to con-
tribute to development. However, there are still 
far too many who face barriers and constraints 
arising from their backgrounds or from the so-
cial environment in which they live. Regard-
less of  their place of  birth or current residence, 
young people continue to experience similar 
sets of  difficulties that impinge on their healthy 
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and timely transition to adulthood. Apart from 
health, education and employment issues, such 
areas as poverty reduction and the availability 
of  opportunities for volunteer work and for 
the advancement of  young women and girls 
continue to present a challenge.”5

It can be argued that while the cultural 
and economic impact of  globalisation on Arab 
youth was relatively rapid and direct, the social 
and political consequences are still unfolding. 
There appears to be a consensus among schol-
ars, human rights activists and youth leaders 
alike that globalisation appears to pose an alter-
native reality to traditional understandings and 
practices understood as being integral to Arabic 
heritage – gender relations, religious identity 
and obligation and social responsibility, or 
charity and volunteerism being cases in point. 
These challenges reflect on values, habits and 
behaviours of  young people in particular and 
also influence linguistic, artistic and intellec-
tual production. This, in turn, plays havoc with 
institutions concerned with social upbringing, 
so that globalised culture has become perceived 
by some as a direct threat to youth identity and 
their sense of  belonging. This “threat” becomes 
even more significant with diminishing educa-
tional and economic levels. 

Clearly, however, the cultural impact of  glo-
balisation differs from one country to another, 
and even within each country. On the one hand, 
globalisation can be seen in hybridised forms of  
music, fashion and rebelliousness against “tradi-
tion”. On the other hand, economic globalisation 
is mirrored in scores of  unemployed youths, or 
those who have been unable to utilise their de-
grees effectively and are marginalised in unsuit-
able professions, and those who are completely 
occupied with obtaining their basic needs. 

While the negative consequences of  glo-
balisation are a source of  consternation in the 

Arab region, the media – as a global mecha-
nism – constitutes a mix of  both challenge 
and opportunity. The challenge is primarily 
to governments confronting rapid transfor-
mations in societies with the flow of  socio-
political information and material. But youths 
are also challenged by the massive influx of  
information through mass media which leaves 
them “caught between two worlds” (the real 
conditions they live in, which, in many cases, 
are far from what they see, hear, and grow to 
expect).

Globalised culture has become perceived 
by some as a direct threat to youth 
identity and their sense of  belonging. This 
“threat” becomes even more significant 
with diminishing educational and 
economic levels

But many would agree that globalisation 
represents an opportunity for youths to express 
themselves in different ways and across spatial 
boundaries, and thus to grow in cultural inter-
action and experiential knowledge. Neverthe-
less, whether a challenge or an opportunity or 
both, there is little doubt that the most effective 
way for Arab youth to confront globalisation is 
to continue to master information and commu-
nication technology (ICT). ICT, it is argued, is 
a double-edged sword. While it is the means to 
communicate terror, it also has the potential to 
become a tool to enhance a sense of  Mediter-
ranean identity, coalition and capacity building 
to confront violence and ignorance. 

Culture, Religion and Politics

Ten to twenty years ago, the confluence of  re-
ligion and mainstream political activism was 

5. Available at http://www.un.org/esa/socdev/unyin/documents/wyr07_chapter_8.pdf.
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deemed by many scholars and politicians alike 
to be, at best, a “lack of  awareness of  secular 
realities”. Today, religion and politics are the 
stuff  of  many a graduate course in almost all 
universities, not to mention adorning the head-
lines of  plenty of  books and publications. Reli-
gion and politics, the sacred and the political, 
and several other variations of  the same theme, 
is definitely “in”.6 And for good reason. With 
the collapse of  the Berlin Wall and the Soviet 
Union came a near eclipse of  the grand political 
meta-narratives of  communism and socialism. 
And, to some extent, left alone as supposedly 
the victor, liberalism eventually found itself  
stranded on the murkier shores of  globalisa-
tion. The latter are awash with hypocritical 
and morally corrupt political regimes, serious 
global economic disparities, global warming 
and debilitating effects on the environment, 
armed civil conflicts, and with transnational 
acts of  terrorism as icing on the cake. Ringing 
in the collective global ears are the mantras of  
charismatic religious personas and the ethos of  
religio-political parties working simultaneous-
ly, it would seem, on the mind (providing new 
mobilising ideologies), and the body (serving 
many people’s economic welfare in the form 

of  education, health services and even pension 
plans in some countries). Whether it is the 
Christian Coalition of  the US playing a strong 
role in the election (and governance decisions) 
of  the Bush Administration, the Hindu BJP 
Party in India ruling for many years and now in 
opposition, or the ongoing influence of  Iranian 
religious clerics in the political decision-mak-
ing, the fact is that religion and politics are 
today’s most well-known bed fellows.

If  we think of the political field as represent-
ed by a broad – and ever changing – continuum 
of ideologies and/or movements, then we can 
distinguish between those of  the extreme left, 
their polar opposites of  the extreme right, and 
plenty who fall in between. On the right wing of  
this political spectrum are nationalist and reli-
gious-based parties (themselves very diverse). 

All to say that we cannot talk of  culture 
without taking into account that what influ-
ences the way people think, believe and be-
have has to fundamentally include religion. 
Moreover, we must also take into serious 
account this combined force of  religion and 
politics in shaping the landscapes youths are 
formed in, and sculpt. In other words, youth, 
by being critical interlocutors in the cultural-

6. See especially Richard L. Rubenstein (ed.), Spirit Matters: The Worldwide Impact of Religion on Contemporary Politics, 
New York, Paragon, 1987; Gustavo Benavides and Martin W. Daly (eds.), Religion and Political Power, Albany, NY, State 
University of New York Press, 1989; Douglas Johnston and Cynthia Sampson (eds.), Religion: The Missing Dimension of 
Statecraft, New York, Oxford University Press, 1994; Peter L. Berger (ed.), The Desecularization of the World: Resurgent 
Religion and World Politics, Grand Rapids, Mich., William B. Eerdmans Publishing Co., 1999; Pippa Norris and Ronald 
Inglehart, Sacred and Secular: Religion and Politics Worldwide, Cambridge, Cambridge University Press, 2004. 

Figure 1
Political Scapes: The Political Continuum

A B C

Left ideologies & movements Centre Right ideologies & movements
  (faith-based, nationalist, etc.)
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religious landscapes, are also shaping the reli-
gious politics of  years to come. They are (and 
will be) doing this as active participants within 
religio-cultural political movements, as well as 
being actively opposed to them. The forms of  
participation and opposition will differ, and 
this is where emerging political ideologies and 
cross-cultural communication with art (music, 
paintings, drawings, sculptures, videogames, 
and the like), will form an important part of  
these landscapes.

Conclusion: Youth as Gatekeepers 
of Change and Agents of Cultural 
Change

Youths participating in religio-political move-
ments become just as critical gatekeepers (and 
re-inventors) of  traditions as their older coun-
terparts. As often violent rhetoric and actions 
around the Mediterranean (from Greece and 
Spain to Egypt, Algeria and Morocco) show, 
right-wing ideologies are being championed 
by youth from the age of  15 to 30. The UNFPA 
Youth State of  World Population Report 2008 
reviews the case stories of  young men and 
women from around the world, who grapple 
with many of  the above joint cultural political 
and economic challenges. In their own words, 
young men and women share their daily 
life stories, wherein each works to enjoy and 
transform their own cultural surroundings 
through tackling poverty, prejudice, conflict, 
as well as stereotyped roles and expectations. 
The Report concludes that: “The cultural ex-
perience of  young people is a hybrid of  many 
different elements. Because young people are 
not limited by their parents’ experiences and 

memories, they are generally flexible and 
dynamic. They have the potential to become 
agents of  change. The complex streams of  
culture have intense effects on young people, 
leading them to challenge gender stereotypes 
in sport; to become champions of  other young 
people in their passage to adulthood; to adapt 
international music to the realities of  local life; 
to bring new communication technologies to 
one of  the most isolated regions on earth; to rise 
to the top echelons of  government; to live in 
peace in a land at war; to escape child marriage 
and claim the right to choices in life. By doing 
all this, and more, young people are changing 
themselves and their cultures.”7

Youths participating in religio-political 
movements become just as critical 
gatekeepers (and re-inventors) of  
traditions as their older counterparts

The Report recommends that development 
programmes must be tailored to support young 
people “to negotiate a place in their society… [to 
acquire] the skills to embrace their local culture: 
to change… harmful traditional practices such 
as female genital mutilation or child marriage; 
and support… better information and services 
for their sexual and reproductive health, and 
the prevention of  violence against women.”8 
Such programmes should therefore be deeply 
rooted within an understanding and respect for 
cultural ways, cultural knowledge – including 
power relations, politics and economics. The 
Youth Report endorses the case made by the 
main UNFPA State of  World Population Report 
20089 for culturally sensitive approaches, which 
would equip development programmes to help 
make human rights and gender equality a real-

7. Available at http://www.unfpa.org/swp/2008/en/youth_conclusion_endnotes.html.
8. Ibid.
9. Available at http://www.unfpa.org/swp/2008/en/index.html.
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ity in all societies, and have young people as the 
most visible champions.

However, the essence of  culturally sensi-
tive development approaches, herein defined 
as those which use an accountable, systematic 
and inclusive lens of  institutions (governmen-
tal, civil society, religious, etc.), actors (scholars, 
activists, young and old, secular and religious 
communities, ethnic minorities, races, gender, 
and so on), and environments (external and 
internal), does not only require an awareness 
of  youth. Over and above this awareness, a cul-
turally sensitive developmental approach de-
mands that the cultural gatekeepers and agents 
of  change be the centrepiece of  initiatives 
– from conceptualisation to implementation to 
evaluation. This, in turn, means including the 
insights, voices and efforts of  youth – but also 
devising the means to hold them as accountable 
as their other counterparts.

A culturally sensitive developmental 
approach demands that the cultural 
gatekeepers and agents of  change be 
the centrepiece of  initiatives 

To date, most of  the recommendations 
made on and for youth have understandably 
and justifiably focused on areas of  poverty re-
duction, education and employment. These are 
critical areas, but tackling them alone without 
an equally rigorous and systematic targeting of  
youths as agents of  cultural change will mean 
more of  the same. Small steps when we need 
giant leaps to counter the rhetoric of  violence 
and destruction. Interestingly, the World Youth 
Report 2007 includes in its recommendations 
the following: “To preserve cultural heritage 
and diversity and encourage participatory dia-
logue.” Indeed, culturally sensitive approaches 
to developing youth must prioritise and, indeed, 
include as integral, the areas of  music and art 
– in equal measure to initiatives to counter 
poverty, provide better education tailored 

with adequate and sufficiently remunerative 
employment. 

Music is a universal language that transcends 
the sensory, emotive, and sometimes even the 
physical boundaries of  body and soul. Art is a 
medium to communicate collectively and reach 
across otherwise wide spasms of  silence and dis-
tress. Both are nourishment for the soul and an 
opportunity to uplift body and spirit in together-
ness. After all, which culture does not have an 
artist who has been able to communicate across 
class, gender, ethnicity, community and nation 
– and who has come from a background of  pov-
erty? By what right have international policy 
makers and development practitioners seen 
these domains as less deserving in importance 
than the nourishment of  food, water and sanita-
tion – particularly when the latter emphasis has 
yet to prevent a sense of  injustice so deep as to 
inspire violent confrontations?

This is not to argue that we should see cul-
ture as only art and music, and prioritise the 
development of  these over all else. On the con-
trary, what is being called for here is a culturally 
sensitive approach which includes the artistic 
energy of  youth in the weaving of  its very 
fabric of  design and implementation. In order 
to do so, perhaps a way to begin would be to at 
once address the sceptics while harnessing the 
potential in a scientific documentation – create 
a cross-cultural youth observatory which can 
collate and analyse the mass of  cross-cultural 
exchange, creativity, and output of  Mediter-
ranean youth over the last century, focusing on 
case studies where conflict, dire poverty, envi-
ronmental degradation and political instability 
have characterised the lives of  people in select 
countries from both sides of  the Mediterranean. 
I am prepared to bet that this focus on the youth 
cultural agents of  change for peace have a much 
stronger potential for successful transformation 
in the long term than their counterparts, as 
cultural gatekeepers of  violence, have had in 
the short term.



Anni Karoumi.


