
Contents

List of Figures vi

List of Tables vii

List of Contributors ix

Preface and Acknowledgements xi

1. Social Policy in the Middle East: Introduction and Overview 1
Massoud Karshenas and Valentine M. Moghadam 

2. Social Policy and Development in Tunisia since Independence: 
a Political Perspective 31
Mahmoud Ben Romdhane

3. Algeria: Crisis, Transition and Social Policy Outcomes 78
Azzedine Layachi

4. Social Policy in Morocco: History, Politics and Social 
Development 109
Moha Ennaji

5. The Political Economy of Social Policy in Egypt 135
Asef Bayat

6. Social Policies and Distributional Dynamics in Turkey: 
1923–2002 156
Korkut Boratav and Metin Özuǧurlu
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export-led industrialization, while Algeria remains dependent on oil rev-
enues. Of the three countries, Tunisia fares best on social indicators, and
has developed a modern welfare state with a strong role for women –
although, as Ben Romdhane emphasizes, the Tunisian state and its ruling
party have used the welfare state in a clientelistic way and as an instrument
of power. Algeria came out of the post-independence Boumedienne era
with huge debts to service, a demographic explosion resulting from the
earlier pro-natalist policy and low female labour force participation, and
societal unrest. These problems also led to the deterioration of social ser-
vices, which, Layachi argues, was exacerbated by the neo-liberal economic
strategy adopted in the 1980s, and later by the violent civil conflict of the
1990s. Morocco’s export-led industrialization strategy led to greater female
labour incorporation but did not sufficiently alleviate poverty and illiter-
acy, as Ennaji shows in his chapter. Only in 1997 did government begin to
allocate a greater proportion of state expenditures toward social pro-
grammes to alleviate poverty and to benefit workers. 

Egypt follows the North African experience to a certain extent, in as
much as Nasser-era state-building entailed nationalization and distributive
measures in the form of free education, guaranteed jobs and housing. Later,
however, state expenditures were redirected toward the military sector, as
Asef Bayat’s chapter shows. De-Nasserization under presidents Sadat and
Mubarak led to a two-tier system of private services for the rich and low-
quality public services and social programmes for the poor.8

Iran during the 1960s and 1970s was implementing a rational system of
social policies: for example, social insurance policies and healthcare for
government workers and employees of large private enterprises; the worker
shareholding scheme for recruitment, retention and loyalty and to increase
effective demand; land reform to build a self-sustaining rural smallholding
class; good quality state schools; university acceptance based on merit; gov-
ernment clinics for the poor; social transfers such as subsidies of food and
fuel; the modernization of family law. The revolution, Islamization, and
the war with Iraq constituted a decisive break with the past in terms of
economic development and the role of women – but not, as Mahmood
Messkoub shows, in the area of social policy. Following a brief period of
radical populism, a war-based system of social provisioning, financed by
the state but implemented at the local level largely by mosques, provided
citizens – and notably war veterans and their families – with food, petrol
and other consumption items, as well as medical care. Substantial funds
were allocated to health and education, and an array of new organizations
was set up to deliver social welfare. As with Tunisia, clientelism has been an
operating principle of the religious-based welfare organizations. Although
Iran has done very well in educational attainment, healthcare, family plan-
ning and social programmes for low-income groups, studies show that the
quality of education has suffered and social inequalities have widened.
Messkoub also shows that real social spending has declined over time.

Social Policy in the Middle East: Introduction and Overview 21



Social policy is at least partly concerned with the redistribution of
income. Chapter 6 examines social policy in Turkey from this angle.
Turkey, like Egypt and Algeria, began with populist economic and social
policies that similarly had as their objectives considerations of nation-
building and development. As Korkut Boratav and Metin Özuǧurlu write,
‘class consciousness, trade unions and socialistic tendencies were deviations
that had to be strictly prevented’. While Turkish-style populism was, in
some respects, reminiscent of European social policy systems, ‘it was never
built on a rights-based approach. Giving without taking was the implicit
motto which dominated distributional and social policies, implying bud-
getary and/or external deficits – the former covered by monetary expansion
and the latter by soft credits from abroad.’ Since the adoption of the neo-
liberal model, attempts at marketization have been made, ostensibly to
address the crisis and mismanagement of Turkey’s social security system.
The authors, however, worry that ‘social policy in its conventional sense
will eventually disappear and will be replaced by a modern version of the
“poor law” of the early phases of the industrial revolution’. 

Moghadam’s chapter draws attention to family law as a social policy with
implications for women’s socio-economic status and for social develop-
ment. While Muslim family law seeks to ensure justice and welfare for
wives and daughters, it also preserves the patriarchal family structure, plac-
ing women under the ‘protection’ but also domination of husbands or
male kin. She argues that along with the specificities of rentier states and
the regional oil economy, Muslim family law has helped to perpetuate 
the gender gaps discussed earlier in this chapter, and may constitute the
‘cultural factor’ behind high rates of female illiteracy and low rates of
female labour force participation. As a result, family law is a social policy in
dire need of modernization and reform. 

Of all the countries under consideration, Tunisia stands out for its level
and coverage of social expenditure. For example, it increased coverage for
health, pensions, maternity and employment injury from 60 per cent in
1989 to 84 per cent in 1999 (ILO 2003: 24).9 Ben Romdhane notes, how-
ever, deterioration in the quality of education in the 1990s. In addition to
having the most egalitarian family law in the region, Tunisia may be the
only modern welfare state among Arab and Middle Eastern countries, albeit
within an overall dirigiste framework. This raises the question of whether
social policy in Tunisia, and in the other MENA countries, can be formu-
lated more democratically, and/or if social policy can help to foster demo-
cratization in the region. 

The role of NGOs and civil society

One of the hallmarks of the neo-liberal era is the expanding role of non-
governmental organizations in the development process and in the deliv-
ery of social services. NGOs are said to enhance citizen participation, help
build civil society, and foster democratization. While this may be true, it is
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also true that NGOs have been compelled to step in and compensate for
state withdrawal from the social sector, usually with fewer resources, poor
coordination and lack of continuity. Another problem, certainly in MENA
countries such as Algeria and Egypt, is that many of the Islamic NGOs have
helped to recruit their beneficiaries to Islamist politics. Yet another
problem is that some governments exert control over NGOs or limit their
activities to those that conform to state agendas, as with Iran and Tunisia.
The Tunisian case may be an example of implementation of social policies
to create or maintain national and state security. As Ben Romdhane’s
chapter shows, NGOs and district committees were formed to oversee and
provide social services mainly for the purposes of controlling and contain-
ing the ‘dangerous areas’ prone to Islamist recruitment and activity. And as
Messkoub’s chapter shows, many of the social welfare NGOs in the Islamic
Republic of Iran are actually tied to the clerical establishment, engage in
political manipulation and are utterly devoid of transparency.

In such a context, can NGOs take part in the development process and
help realize social goals in ways that foster participatory democracy, civil
society and active citizenship? Could unions play a role in formulating and
implementing social policies, and in achieving development goals that do
not undermine the social rights of citizens? Writing about the problems of
high unemployment, wage compression and lack of private investment in
MENA countries, Karshenas (2003: 8) has suggested that independent
labour market institutions, were they allowed to function, could play a
constructive role in labour market outcomes. Expanding the meaning of
‘labour market flexibility’ to include the replacement of ‘the old clientel-
istic labour relations with independent bargaining within civil society’, he
argues that this would parallel ‘at a more general level the move towards
liberalization, which replaces the old clientelistic political relations with
democratic institutions’. As citizens of the Middle East and North Africa
confront the challenges of liberalization and privatization, they may yet
decide that the building of democratic institutions could restore social
rights, extend them to all citizens, including women, and foster a climate
of transparency, accountability, and trust. 

Notes

1. In order to have a fairly representative sample of the large countries in the region,
we decided on a mix of countries that covered Arab (Algeria, Egypt, Morocco,
Tunisia) and non-Arab (Iran and Turkey) countries; oil-dependent (Algeria, Iran)
and non-oil economies (Egypt, Morocco, Tunisia, Turkey); and states that had
experienced colonial rule (Algeria, Egypt, Morocco, Tunisia) and those that had
not (Iran and Turkey). All the countries in our sample have relatively strong and
centralized state systems, had embarked on the common Third World strategy of
import substitution industrialization in the 1960s and 1970s, and restructured the
old development strategies after the 1980s. 
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2. What should be acknowledged is the ‘rationality’ and scope of Pahlavi-era public
education. Quality public schools in the large cities, and a kind of meritocracy,
ensured that even low-income students who passed the highly competitive
konkour examinations could study at the prestigious Tehran University or at other
major universities. 

3. The concept of the rentier state, or rentier economy, is applied to a country’s
reliance on substantial external rent in the form of the sale of oil, transit charges
(for example, the Suez Canal), which accrue with minimal employment of
domestic labour. The consequences of rentierism are said to be far-reaching. First,
only a small fraction of the population is directly involved in the creation of
wealth. Second, the work–reward nexus is diminished; rewards come from clien-
telism or patronage or proximity to the state. Distributive policies or welfare pro-
visioning amount to handouts from the state rather than entitlements accrued to
gainfully employed tax-paying citizens. Third, because the state is not dependent
on taxation, there is far less demand for political participation. (Thus: ‘no taxa-
tion, no representation’.) Saudi Arabia is an extreme form of rentierism, although
the concept has been applied to other MENA states as well. Political change may
occur when the web of patrimonial domination is disturbed by a crisis in ren-
tierism. There is a rich literature on the rentier state. (See, for example, Brynen
1992; Richards and Waterbury 1996; Luciani 1990.)

4. See tables A1.1–A1.4 in the Statistical Appendix below.
5. See also, Moghadam (1998); Karshenas (2001a); UNDP (2002).
6. Female labour force participation in the non-agricultural sector in all the coun-

tries in the region is below 30 per cent, and in some countries well below that
(see Moghadam 2003: ch. 2). 

7. Inequalities and new categories of urban poor appeared in the 1990s, and
although poverty rates are high in Egypt, Morocco and Yemen, MENA as a whole
does not have the levels of abject poverty of other regions, partly because of
family support systems and traditional Islamic practices of charity at the commu-
nity level. See Sadiki (2000) and UNDP (2002) for details. 

8. As Ismael and Ismael (1995: 71) state, ‘In Egypt, the political will for social trans-
formation did not transcend its advocate and architect, Nasser.’ 

9. Still excluded were domestics, casual and seasonal agricultural workers, and the
unemployed. 
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Statistical appendix
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