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Concept Note: Social Engineering in the MENA 

“Social engineering” is the process of using “coercive power to bring these high-modernist 
designs into being,” as defined by Scott in Seeing Like a State (1999). It is often a state-led 
project, branded as modernization and development and closely associated with nation-state 
building. Historical examples of social engineering include Mao’s cultural revolution in China, 
the 1920s Bolshevik revolution in Russia (Podgórecki et al., 1996), and the secularization and 
Westernization projects associated with the establishment of the Republics of Turkey (Yilmaz, 
2018) and Iran. Contemporary examples abound as well: the current Turkish regime is 
promoting ‘Islamist’ political ideology by altering school curricula and establishing faith-based 
schools (ibid); the Saudi government is rebranding the Saudi identity through tourism and 
culture, undertaking the ‘Saudization’ of the labour market, which has historically been 
dependent on migrant workers, and adopting progressive narratives regarding women’s 
participation in the public sphere (Asi, 2021).  

These examples illustrate various aspects of social engineering, of which three are central to 
our study: (1) nationalism and the making of modern citizens, (2) gender roles and women’s 
participation in the public sphere (workforce and political leadership), and (3) strengthening 
the secular or religious character of the state and its citizens.  

1) Nationalism and the making of modern citizens 

The making/remaking of the citizenry and their understanding of citizenship is a key aspect of 
social engineering. In the contemporary Gulf region, we are seeing states make efforts to 
change attitudes toward citizenship and what it entails. Jones (2015) conducted ethnographic 
research with the ruling elite in the UAE to examine what she called “liberal social 
engineering,” which includes “individualism, personal autonomy, critical thinking, secularism, 
and tolerance or open-mindedness” (2015, p. 27). She argues it is “particularly puzzling under 
the rentier social contract of the gulf monarchies,” as one would not expect authoritarian 
regimes to adopt liberal social engineering (ibid). She found that the strong ties and often 
personal connections between the young monarchs and the West play vital roles in 
introducing those changes. Jones argues that, in the UAE, the government focuses on liberal 
education, a liberal economy, and supporting “the spirit of entrepreneurship” as rational 
strategies to maintain their power. They are considering their long-term power in the post-
petroleum future. (ibid).  

2) Gender roles and women’s participation in the public sphere 

The second aspect of social engineering is related to the role of women in the workforce, 
political engagement, and leadership. States’ efforts to encourage women’s participation in 
the public sphere are evident in policies for girls’ education. In Egypt, for instance, the 1923 
Constitution stated that elementary education is compulsory for both boys and girls. In post-
independence Egypt during the 1950s and 1960s, the Egyptian government regarded girls’ 
education as an investment in human capital and the country’s economic productivity, in 
addition to their roles as future mothers who would raise future generations (Herrera, 2022).  

Gender quotas are another strategy to encourage women’s political participation. Some 
governments in the region introduced gender quotas to ensure women’s representation in 
local councils and national parliaments. For example, the UAE has allocated 50% of the seats 
for women in the Majlis Watani Itihadi / Federal National Council, one of the highest in the 
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region, and Jordan has allocated 12% (International IDEA). Other countries (e.g., Algeria and 
Tunisia) do not have reserved seats for women in their parliaments, but rather political party 
quotas for women instead. 

There is reason to believe these quotas may have fostered a change in the attitudes towards 
gender roles in the region, particularly after the Arab Spring. A study by Shteiwi shows that 
modernization and women’s participation in the public sphere has impacted attitudes towards 
women in Jordan (2015). He argues Jordan has witnessed changes in “the division of labour 
within the Jordanian family structure, women’s economic and political participation, and 
social status as affected by labour policy and social legislation” (ibid). 

3) Secularization versus religious practices 

The third theme concerns the secularization and/or de-secularization of society. One 
prominent example of this is the case of Ataturk’s Turkey and the establishment of the Turkish 
Republic in 1923. The foundation of Ataturk’s nation-building project detached the newly born 
Republic from its Ottoman legacy by adopting secular policies. “The Turkish educational 
system was wiped of all religious courses and influences and was shaped in a positivist and 
Westernist fashion” (Yilmaz, 2018, p. 1). This process continues to have implications for 
Turkish society today. Erdogan and the AKP government are replacing the Kemalist secular 
project with “Islamist nation-building” through reliance on education as a tool for social 
engineering. The government is adjusting the national education curriculum, adding religious 
courses, and establishing an Islamic foundation to provide religious education (ibid). Erdogan’s 
current social engineering project seems like a reverse of the Kemalist project. We would like 
to identify the patterns of continuity and change in those two projects in the Turkish context. 

Goal of the Project 

We aim to develop an overarching understanding of states’ attempts at social engineering and 
the consequences of their efforts. The project will bring together researchers focusing on 
these three themes (e.g., citizenship, gender, and secularization/religion). Scholars 
collaborating on this project could draw from historical examples to study regional changes. 
For example, in the case of Turkey, it would be insightful to study the historical context of the 
establishment of the Republic of Turkey to understand the contemporary implications of 
Erdogan’s current policies. We aim to understand current policies in their historical context to 
draw lessons and identify patterns from different states’ social engineering projects. 

Each researcher will be asked to contribute to the collaborative project in three ways. First, 
each will produce a background paper of approximately 25 pages, including evidence and full 
citations. Second, the researchers will engage in a workshop (either virtual or in-person) that 
seeks to interrogate and synthesize the findings across the different themes. Finally, the 
researchers will provide input into 1) a report (co-authored by all contributors) that 
synthesizes findings and case studies and 2) an article (co-authored by Ghadeer Hussein and 
Ellen Lust) that provides a broader synthesis. If possible, the collaborators will also contribute 
to the publication of a special issue of a journal.  

The guiding questions for the initial background reports are as follows:  

 
(1) What factors contributed to the states’ efforts to shape society (e.g., to shape 
understandings of citizenship, gender relations, or religious/secular identities)? 
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(2) What policies did the state implement in the attempt to do so? 

(3) Which stakeholders were in favor of these changes/benefitted from them?  

(4) Who opposed the changes, and what strategies did they use to resist them? 

(5) To what extent has the state been successful in achieving these goals? What types of 
communities or individuals have been most likely to adopt the changes? Which have been 
least likely to do so? What explains this?  

Timeline 

We anticipate the following timeline for this project:  

January 2023: Establish a team of collaborators 

February 2023: Hold an online meeting to introduce project participants and discuss project 
details (we will ask researchers to circulate a 2–3-page proposal outline before the meeting) 

July 2023: Hold a workshop (we will ask researchers to circulate their draft background papers 
one week before the workshop) 

October 2023: Final background paper submitted 

November 2023: Comments and input into the report and theoretical paper 

December 2023: Publication of report 

 

  



4 
 

References: 

Asi, Yara M., (2022). The (Slowly) Changing Gender Dynamics in Arab Countries. Washington, 
DC; Arab Center.  

Benrabah, M. (2004). Language and Politics in Algeria. Nationalism and Ethnic Politics, 10(1), 
59-78. 

Herrera, Linda (2022). Educating Egypt: Civic Values and Ideological Struggles. Cairo: The 
American University in Cairo Press. Available at: https://search-ebscohost-
com.ezproxy.ub.gu.se/login.aspx?direct=true&db=nlebk&AN=3193204&site=ehost-live 
(Accessed: 19 December 2022). 

International IDEA, Gender Quota Database. Available at: https://www.idea.int/data-
tools/data/gender-quotas 

Jones, C. W. (2015). Seeing like an Autocrat: Liberal Social Engineering in an Illiberal State. 
Perspectives on Politics, 13(1), 24-41.  

Podgórecki, A., Alexander, J., & Shields, R. (Eds.). (1996). Social Engineering. McGill-Queen’s 
Press-MQUP. 

Yilmaz, I. (2018). Populism, Erdoganism, and Social Engineering through Education in Turkey 
Mediterranean Quarterly, 29(4). Available at SSRN: https://ssrn.com/abstract=3252356  

Scott, J.C. (1998). Seeing like a State: How Certain Schemes to Improve the Human Condition 
Have Failed. New Haven: Yale University Press. 

Shteiwi, M., (2015). Attitudes towards Gender Roles in Jordan. British Journal of Humanities 
and Social Sciences, 12(2), 15-27. 

https://www.idea.int/data-tools/data/gender-quotas
https://www.idea.int/data-tools/data/gender-quotas
https://ssrn.com/abstract=3252356

