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Introduction

My approach to what many have called the ‘crisis’ of higher educa-
tion in the Middle East is to understand the public policy options 
available to policymakers and their political masters and why some 

have been adopted and others rejected or neglected. I look both backward 
and forward: backward mainly in the sense of understanding institutional 
histories and pathologies; forward mainly in the sense of understanding 
politically feasible (non-regime threatening) reforms, highly destabilizing 
reforms, and disruptive or undisruptive innovations.

The period in which I researched and wrote this book bridges the years 
during which many of us focused on ‘Arab exceptionalism,’ the effective 
resistance of nearly all Arab regimes to any significant liberalization or 
democratization, the shorter period of the Arab uprisings of 2011–2012, 
and then what might be called the restoration of unmitigated authoritari-
anism everywhere but in Tunisia. In terms of public policy, a transition to 
greater accountability, direct lobbying for policy outcomes, and competi-
tion for public support of certain policies was aborted. There is account-
ability in authoritarian regimes, but it has its own logic and is very difficult 
for the outsider to observe.

Policy Innovation
The hypothetical I wish to explore is not so hypothetical. It in fact describes 
where I sit or stand. I am an outside observer who was once a marginal 
player in a regional and national system that had lost its sense of mission 
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and defined goals. I am an advocate for change, but what kind of change? 
Is it what Clayton Christensen (Christensen et al., 2008) calls sustaining 
or supportive innovation that helps the existing system to survive, if not 
prosper? Or is it disruptive innovation that emerges outside the system and 
makes the status quo increasingly unviable?

If I enter into the logic of sustaining innovation, then my aim will be 
to persuade policymakers and university administrators that there are mea-
sures which can be taken that would measurably improve outcomes (I beg 
the question, what outcomes?) without destroying careers or so upsetting 
the distribution of resources that vested interests would bring any change 
to a halt. Most important, I cannot propose anything that would threaten 
the political stability of the regime. It does not matter if the threat is real 
or merely perceived. Obviously, this kind of change is incremental and 
reversible.

If I enter into the logic of disruptive innovation, then policymak-
ers and administrators are merely obstacles to be got round (or under as 
Christensen suggests), not partners in change. My allies will be entrepre-
neurs who want to bring the disruptive innovation to market. According 
to Christensen this is always a market that is ill-defined or untested. It is 
a market in which existing educational institutions do not or cannot com-
pete. As an outsider I need to find the entrepreneurs and the ‘product,’ or 
the entrepreneurs need to find me to develop the product, or perhaps they 
can ignore me altogether. Whatever my role, existing institutions are under 
threat and may not survive in their current form. Change that eliminates 
players is not reversible. That is why it is disruptive. 

The nature of this study is to promote supportive innovation. I rec-
ognize the possibility that current systems are beyond repair or may not 
be able to serve their basic purposes given the structure of existing mar-
kets. But it is hard to imagine a scenario in which I go to policymakers 
and espouse change that would undermine existing structures with all their 
mature patronage and power relations in exchange for something that by 
its disruptive nature is unpredictable and destabilizing. 

Is this the formula for having it both ways? What might this look like 
in universities? Companies such as Hewlett-Packard, Johnson & Johnson, 
and General Electric have managed to survive the last few decades by 
creating new, smaller, autonomous disruptive business units and shutting 
down or selling off mature ones that had reached the end of their sustain-
ing-technology trajectories. Universities, I argue, can and do see disruptive 
innovations coming down the track, but in the environment of the Middle 
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East and North Africa (MENA) region they may face daunting hurdles in 
taking measures to meet or preempt them.

I will have several occasions, beginning now, to warn the reader of a 
trap which I would like to avoid but into which I am sure I have fallen. Let 
us say we have an observed policy outcome—for example, the introduction 
of tuition fees in public universities. This is our dependent variable. Then 
we surmise that the main beneficiaries are the ministries of education and 
finance, which collect the fees, and wealthier parents who can afford to pay 
them, while the great majority of the less privileged are ‘screwed.’ We may 
then conclude that the ministries and the wealthy engineered the new pol-
icy. Because we outsiders cannot directly observe the policymaking process 
(legislatures, the press, and formal lobbies are marginal actors in autocratic 
systems), the conclusion may be logical but simply wrong.1 

Real situations about which I speculate in this study involve, among 
others, the informal sector and brain drain. In a number of Arab countries, 
the informal sector may account for 30–40 percent in value of all economic 
activity. This activity is beyond the fiscal reach of the state that foregoes 
tax revenues. At the same time many Arab states suffer from low national 
savings as compared to national investment levels. The gap between sav-
ings and investment is closed through increasingly unsustainable levels of 
borrowing. I surmise that the politicians and policymakers see the informal 
sector as the lesser of evils. It does not require state resources to function, 
it creates jobs, and it is adaptable and innovative, so let it be. That is not an 
unreasonable conclusion, but I have no direct evidence to sustain it.

Many Arab countries suffer high rates of brain drain whereby stu-
dents in their higher education systems, in whom they have made large 
investments, take their skills to other economies. Why would this happen? 
Because politicians and policymakers see brain drain as exporting those 
most likely to challenge autocratic rule. In addition, the exportees remit 
earnings that help sustain the local economy. This again is a surmise, and 
except for some anecdotal evidence from Lebanon, I cannot cite docu-
mented decisions.

Similarly, one may try to identify the driver(s) of significant policy 
change. Leave aside the crucial issue of how we define significant, we may 
hypothesize that only crisis situations will bring about real policy change. 
That is, political leaders will have to deal with cumulative and profound 
damage to polities or economies, failing which the regime itself may be 
threatened. Again, the observer may argue backward from what s/he iden-
tifies as significant change to an explanation that assumes crisis. This is no 
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more satisfying than the first gambit.2 I posit that meaningful reform may 
be underway in the higher education sector in a number of Arab coun-
tries. I then try to establish what might have happened to push autocrats to 
sponsor change they might otherwise avoid. My answer is a crisis in youth 
employment with, as 2011 showed, existential threats for regime survival. 
I am not comfortable with this reverse engineering, but, faute de mieux, I 
have to go with what I can see.

Crisis
While the perception of educational crisis is widespread in the Arab world, 
and in the Middle East, different observers have different metrics in mind. 
From inside, the most severe critiques have come in the various Arab Human 
Development Reports, especially that of 2003 on “Building a Knowledge 
Society.” From outside, the World Bank’s 2008 study, The Road Not Traveled, 
has had significant regional impact. Occasionally heads of state weigh in. King 
Mohammed VI of Morocco, in a speech from the throne in August 2013, 
referred to parts of Morocco’s universities as “factories of the unemployed.” 

The dimensions of the crisis are quite predictable and will concern 
us throughout the coming pages. In the broadest sense there has been a 
massive pedagogical failure. Jordan’s former Foreign Minister Marwan 
Muasher (2014) singles out the prevalence of rote learning and the uncriti-
cal acceptance of the text, which yield obedience to power as well as intol-
erance (see also Cammack et al., 2017). The victims are pluralism, critical 
thinking, analytic thinking, embracing diversity, and demanding account-
ability of those in power.

The Arab world in relative terms does invest heavily in the educational 
sector (see Chapters 1 and 8). The crisis is more one of money poorly 
spent, with grossly inadequate returns to the investment. The region has 
made great progress in the numbers enrolled in higher education but has 
done poorly in terms of graduation rates and employment. Were public 
tertiary education not basically free, the low private returns to it might lead 
prospective students to shun it altogether. 

The crisis has built over several decades. The end of colonial con-
trol, after the Second World War, ushered in an era of egalitarianism and 
populism. Colonial authorities were rightly regarded as having thwarted or 
discouraged tertiary education. Such education was regarded by colonized 
societies as critical to their own liberation and authentic independence. 
Making education available to all was proclaimed a right and not a privi-
lege (let alone a personal investment in the future). Professedly socialist 
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countries, such as Egypt, and more market-oriented countries, such as 
Jordan or Morocco, all implemented fairly populist educational policies.

Moreover, newly independent societies needed skilled personnel to 
staff new public bureaucracies designed to meet the neglected needs of 
poor populations. Nowhere were the needs more pressing than in the 
educational sector itself. Lebanese University, for example, grew out of 
Lebanon’s normal school and was designed to provide high school teachers 
to the nation’s burgeoning public lycée system.

Tertiary education was and is characterized by a ‘trilemma’ involving 
three variables: quantity, quality, and cost (see Chapter 8). Only two of 
the three can be achieved, while a third is always sacrificed. Quantity cou-
pled with low cost will sacrifice quality. High cost and quality will sacrifice 
quantity. Quantity and quality will come at the expense of affordability 
(Kapur, 2011). 

In the 1970s the trilemma was on the loose in the MENA like an angry 
beast. Rapid population growth meant that the entire educational system 
was swamped with new entrants while universities saw their enrollments 
rise several-fold. Some countries, like Egypt and Syria, implicitly or explic-
itly, guaranteed public sector jobs for all university graduates. New univer-
sities were established at a dizzying pace, and badly prepared and poorly 
paid faculty were recruited to teach (see Chapters 1 and 9). Little wonder 
that in many instances they turned to private lessons and group tutoring to 
supplement their incomes. 

Before long, public bureaucracies were saturated and civil service hir-
ing stalled. In the 1990s, Algeria, for instance, eliminated half a million 
public sector jobs. Egypt, as I write, is trying to reduce its civil service 
from six to four million (Al-Araby Al-Jadeed, 2018), with those furloughed 
probably migrating to the informal sector, which, in general, has become 
a sponge for overqualified university graduates. The more fortunate have 
emigrated abroad. This economic reckoning in the 1970s and 1980s cor-
responded to the first boom in petroleum prices (as a result of the 1973–74 
Organization of Arab Petroleum Exporting Countries (OAPEC) embargo 
on oil sales to the US). The surge in oil prices led to a spurt of investment 
in infrastructure and services in the Gulf Cooperation Council (GCC) 
countries and Libya, which in turn created thousands of jobs for educated 
and unskilled Egyptians, Jordanians, Lebanese, Yemenis, and Sudanese. 
When the oil bust inevitably came, the oil-poor suffered as much eco-
nomically as the oil-rich. Demand for labor contracted and remittance 
flows fell off.
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The oil-poor, people-rich countries grappled with structural adjust-
ment programs, frequently guided by the International Monetary Fund 
(IMF) and other creditors, to bring fiscal balance to public finances. 
Economies that had been dominated by state investment and central-
ized planning had to invent a new model. It was not, in most instances, 
pretty. The private sector, both domestic and foreign, was given incentives 
to invest and to buy up privatized state assets, including factories, banks, 
insurance companies, and transportation facilities. The domestic private 
sector was invited to invest in higher education, establishing in many 
instances for-profit universities. Many students of the region decried an era 
of ‘crony capitalism’ and ‘neoliberal’ economics (see Diwan et al., 2019). 
‘The Washington Consensus’ became a dirty phrase. 

There is solid empirical evidence that authoritarian redistributive 
social contracts sapped structural adjustment programs of their impact. 
Eric Rougier (2016), for example, constructed a score by multiplying the 
extent of redistribution in MENA countries by the degree of authoritari-
anism. He found that the MENA scores were twice those of any other 
region in the world. Ersatz neoliberal reforms did little to foster broad-
based private sector development or sophistication in exports. What many 
have dubbed ‘crony capitalism’ left authoritarian regimes with high youth 
unemployment and, outside the informal sector, anemic private enterprises 
unable to absorb much labor at any skill level.

Rougier (2016) and Ragui Assaad and Caroline Krafft (2016a) in fact see 
reform of the private sector and reform of the training/educational sector as 
key to economic transformation. The agenda is designed to accommodate 
the authoritarian structures as much as possible, not to overthrow them. 

Structural adjustment did not significantly alter the fundaments of auto-
cratic controls of institutions of higher learning (IHLs). Universities were 
and are rightly perceived to be under the thumb of political authorities 
who meddle constantly in curricula, appointments, and promotions. Some 
use university employment as part of their patronage networks. Despite 
founding documents and charters that emphasize university autonomy, real 
autonomy is rare, if nonexistent (see Chapter 5). 

Tertiary education fails in its two greatest duties toward society (and it 
is society, in that taxpayers pay for it): the formation of citizens who uphold 
the political order and the training of skilled participants in the nation’s 
economy. One hears constantly about the mismatch between the skill sets 
of graduates and the needs of the job market (see Chapter 6). Some see the 
problem as one of universities mired in pedagogy designed to train public 
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bureaucrats, while others see it as the result of private sectors oriented 
toward low skills and quick profits. 

Universities have failed in their mission to produce new knowledge 
and carry out cutting-edge research. Key linkages are broken or have never 
existed. Universities do not interact with their own private sectors in terms of 
research and development (R&D) (see Chapter 7), and they do not directly 
serve the strategic goals of their governments. Governments may prefer 
to keep their research agendas within friendly and easily controlled public 
research centers, isolated from national universities. The private sector in 
the MENA has seldom entered high-tech areas of production. The tourism 
sector, for example, does not provide the same R&D opportunities as do 
information and communications technology (ICT) or biomedical research.

Arab universities interact among themselves very little. The fracturing 
of the Arab world is reflected in the lack of professional and research inter-
action. Many universities sign memoranda of understanding with sister 
institutions, but they seldom involve joint research or exchange of faculty 
or students. The same can be said of regional disciplinary associations. The 
organizations that normally set professional standards and apply ethical 
guidelines are at best atrophied, at worst totally absent.

Virtually regardless of the political orientation of particular regimes—
from ‘conservative’ monarchies and emirates to populist republics—K–12 
(kindergarten through twelfth grade) education and, increasingly, higher 
education have been touted as avenues of socioeconomic mobility. Yet every-
where class bias has come in through the back door and sometimes the front 
door. If we look at the region as a whole, on average about 30 percent of the 
age cohort eighteen to twenty-two is enrolled in tertiary education, the great 
bulk of it public (see Chapter 1). There is a distinct bias toward middle- and 
upper-income students in that share, yet society as a whole pays for the edu-
cation. The well-off invest more heavily in private lessons, send their chil-
dren to the best high schools, and frequently send them abroad for university 
education. A major facet of the crisis is, therefore, the absence of social equity 
(UNESCO, 2009, especially the chapter on “Main Challenges”). 

There are rare exceptions to the general gloom. Hana El-Ghali and 
her co-authors surveyed ninety institutions of higher learning and came 
away with some optimistic conclusions: “It is evident from an examination 
of the individual institutional survey results that these institutions clearly 
understood the needs of their societies in addition to their own specific 
institutional needs and that they were in the process of developing appro-
priate responses” (El-Ghali et al., 2010: 52).
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Similarly, public opinion polls do not reflect a sense of crisis. Poll ques-
tions are very general, not specifying level of education, but by and large the 
scanty polling data we have indicate a public that ranges from indifferent to 
supportive of their educational systems (see next section). Quality of educa-
tion does not appear to be a hot-button issue, at least in relative terms.

Attitudes
Those professionals closest to the education sector, including third-party 
experts and reformers, tend to be the most critical. They are most likely to 
write about declining standards, institutional atrophy, outdated pedagogy, 
and so forth. The actual consumers—Arab publics, parents, students—are 
far more charitable but hardly forgiving. 

For instance, in their survey of nine thousand young Arabs in nine 
countries or populations, Jörg Gertel and Ralf Hexel (2018) found that 
trust in education systems was high, ranging from 64 percent to 90 percent, 
depending on the population. Other surveys reflect less positive assess-
ments (Bollag, 2020).

Satisfaction is clearly limited. Nowhere does a majority of consum-
ers express satisfaction with the system, and tellingly less than a third are 
happy with the relevance of skills learned.

By contrast, there is much more consistent concern for employment 
and job creation. The Arab Barometer (2014) shows that this concern 
dwarfs all others.

People who graduated within the last 5 years—commenting on their own schooling
Parents—commenting on their children's schooling
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Figure I.1 Levels of Satisfaction with Aspects of Education: Students and Parents
Source: Dubai School of Government, 2013: 5
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Assaad and Krafft (2016b) asked graduates how appropriate their stud-
ies were to their current work. Jordanian institutions performed the best, 
with only 16 percent of graduates saying that their education was either 
somewhat inappropriate or totally inappropriate. In Egypt, 34 percent of 
graduates deem their education totally inappropriate to the work they are 
currently doing, compared to 30 percent in Tunisia. The sum of those stat-
ing their education is either somewhat or totally inappropriate is 50 per-
cent in Tunisia, as compared to 44 percent in Egypt. 

Palestine provides a more detailed snapshot. The student assessments 
of various aspects of the tertiary course of study are strongly positive across 
all categories.

Elizabeth Buckner mentions that while people writing on the Middle 
East have said that young, unemployed men are the most vulnerable and 
dissatisfied in the region, her study in Syria shows that it is “specifically the 
educated unemployed that are the most discontent” (2013: 15, emphasis in 
original). In Chapter 4 we shall examine the evidence for the link between 
unemployment and political activism in the MENA.

Country

The economic 
situation (poverty, 
unemployment, 

and price 
increases)

Financial and 
administrative 

corruption

Enhancing 
(strengthening) 

democracy

Achieving 
stability 

and internal 
security

Other

Algeria 76.9 14.9 2.7 3.3 2.2

Egypt 87.6 6.5 1.4 1.3 3.1

Iraq 52.5 32.5 3.5 9.7 1.7

Jordan 81.0 14.0 1.1 0.7 3.3

Kuwait 56.5 25.3 9.4 0.9 8.0

Lebanon 60.6 24.4 3.5 7.1 4.3

Libya 23.1 32.3 2.3 0.7 41.6

Morocco 83.9 9.6 2.1 0.8 3.6

Palestine 50.3 8.7 1.3 3.0 36.6

Sudan 74.2 17.2 2.3 3.4 2.8

Tunisia 88.4 8.6 0.7 0.9 1.6

Yemen 74.6 17.1 3.9 2.8 1.6

Table I.1 Arab Barometer Survey: What Are the Most Important Challenges Your Country 
is Facing Today?

Source: Arab Barometer, 2014


