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In the wake of the “Arab Spring” protests of 2010-2012, the dominant narrative projected the 

Middle East and North African (MENA) region as fundamentally defined by the influence of 

disgruntled youth. The protests themselves were framed as a form of youth activism, a display of 

youthful revolutionary fervor, and as indicative of the emergence of a new generation of youthful 

leadership. This rhetoric followed a coordinated effort to link global securitization efforts with 

discourses about the youth as a problem, first pronounced in the MENA following 9/11. Why is 

this discourse about youth so important, and what does it tell us about the spread of ideas from 

the West to the MENA region? How do certain ideas about youth and youth development travel 

the globe? This the central question that Mayssoun Sukarieh’s second book, A Global Idea: 

Youth, City Networks, and the Struggle for the Arab World, seeks to answer through an analysis 

of the ways in which ideas, discourses, and policies about youth have been shaped over the last-

quarter century. Sukarieh, an international development studies scholar at King’s College 

London, illuminates the networks behind the global and regional movement of ideas about youth 

by drawing our attention to the role of particular global cities in incubating, developing, refining, 

and rolling out the proliferation of ideas about youth. 

Following the work of radical geographer Gillian Hart (2002), Sukarieh applies a 

relational comparative approach which argues that cities and social spaces are formed by “social 

relations and power-fused interactions” as well as in relation to one another on a regional, 

national, and trans-national scale (p.10). Sukarieh centers three cities in her analysis: Washington 

DC as the “global ideas city”, Amman as the “pilot”, and Dubai as the “pivot”. Sukarieh follows 

the movement of the discourse from one to the next, honing-in specifically on the narratives and 

actions promoted by two youth NGOs: Injaz (Junior Achievement) and the Education for 

Employment Foundation (EFE). Through this focus on cities, Sukarieh is emphasizing that it is 

not simply the ideas themselves or the structured networks of global influence that shape the 

movement of ideas; it is the actual space, specifically the globally connected urban spaces, 
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through which the ideas are circulated and developed further (p.7). Global and gateway cities are 

a physical and ideological space of convergence for the global and local. Significantly, Sukarieh 

shows that while the rise of youth as a category is presented as a natural byproduct of human 

rationality (p.9) it is instead the result of coordinated labor, capital, and resources introduced by 

particular groups with particular interests. As Sukarieh explains, it is the interests of “global 

neoliberalism that has led to youth becoming an increasingly popular and productive social 

category and concept” (p.3). 

Over the course of four chapters, Sukarieh draws on ethnographic fieldwork, interview 

data, and textual analysis gathered over a 15-year period to argue that the spread of ideas needs 

to be linked to the operations of diverse transnational networks. She names this the “global youth 

development complex”. Her study is longitudinal, putting on display the movement of ideas over 

time, as well as multi-scalar in focusing on the movement of the idea from the top, considering 

national policy analysis, down to the local classroom setting (p.9). Sukarieh emphasizes that the 

global youth development complex is not simply the product of American state foreign policy 

agenda. Although this is influential, in reality there are multiple actors involved in this arena, 

from national policy makers to multinational corporations to local organizations, all of whom 

support, adjust, and proliferate ideas about youth to suit their own agendas. These dominant 

ideas and discourses about the youth are required for global capitalism to function and continue 

to reproduce itself, in turn reifying it as the dominant social, political, and economic system of 

our era (p.5). Not only do these ideas drive global policy and media discourse, but they are also 

critical in shaping everyday common sense about how people view themselves and their 

relationships to others as well as interpret society as a whole. 

The story of the youth development complex starts in Washington DC. In Chapter 1, 

Sukarieh argues that Washington DC is a global ideas city that serves a vital function for the 

spread of ideas, much like the role of global cities in the management of global finance. In the 

neoliberal era, it is not only states that are interested in organizing and spreading this ideological 

project; it is also international aid organizations, philanthropic foundations, development 

organizations, think tanks, PR agencies, universities, corporate foundations, departments of US 

government, lobby groups, and foreign diplomats who work together to shape these (p.13). In 
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Washington DC, it is the spatial proximity of these headquarters that makes it possible for these 

actors to interact and develop dominant discourses to be exported to the rest of the globe. 

Sukarieh explains that while cities have likely always been central to the spread of ideas, in the 

contemporary moment they are increasingly “key spatial nodes in the accumulation of capital—

and the production, dissemination, and adoption of ideas is always an essential component in this 

process that is city-centered capital accumulation” (p.8). While global cities literature has shown 

the critical role of specific cities in managing the spread of global capital, these have tended to 

dismiss the analogous function of those cities, and others, in the fabrication and proliferation of 

ideas and discourses that are key to the advancement of global capitalism (p.13). 

Following the movement of ideas, Chapter 2 shifts focus to Amman, a gateway city 

serving as an incubator for the spread of the youth development complex in the MENA region. 

Amman was chosen as a pilot city because its close relationship with the West guaranteed 

support for these youth projects. Amman is also home to a number of youth development NGOs 

and initiatives, and it is where offices for both Injaz and EFE were first opened in the Middle 

East. Support from the local government allows these two organizations to link to larger national 

social reform projects. Here again, the physical proximity of NGO offices to each other and to 

local government buildings is key to the dissemination and advancement of these ideas about the 

youth. The measures, workshops, and ideas presented by Injaz and EFE were often met with 

questioning, resistance, contestation, and conflict by Jordanian youth (p.73). These NGOs 

realized that the youth development complex needed to be Arabized and indigenized to find 

success in the MENA (ibid.). Simultaneously, these organizations quickly noted that young 

people in Jordan did not have alternatives available due to high levels of unemployment. With 

nowhere for the youth to turn, Amman was the perfect testing ground and jumping off point for 

understanding how to apply the youth development complex across the MENA. 

Landing in Dubai, the youth complex gets taken and propelled forward, making this a 

“pivot” city. While there is no “youth bulge” in Dubai, it is the principal hub for youth 

development as [i] it is considered one of the dominant globally oriented cities in the MENA and 

[ii] the youth have been a key framing rhetoric for the vision of the elite locally in their attempts 

to position Dubai in a “leading role in shaping the future of the Middle East as a core and vital 
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component of the global capitalism economy” (p.84). Being in Dubai’s Knowledge Park allowed 

these NGOs to establish close physical proximity to each other, facilitating social and financial 

engagement with Dubai’s political and business elites, who could support the expansion of the 

youth development complex into the rest of the region. Sukarieh explains that ideas require 

financial support, and in the Arab world Dubai is where global and regional circuits of finance 

capital directly intersect with global and regional circuits of ideas and discourses which are 

crucial to the continuation and expansion of global capitalism (p.103). The youth development 

complex is furthered through documents such as the Arab Knowledge Reports that repeatedly 

identify youth employment as an impediment to progress, constructing a reality in which youth 

development becomes critical. In other words, it is the combination of financial, social, and 

symbolic capital or power in Dubai that makes it a critical gateway/hub/pivot city for the youth 

development complex. 

This book pulls together literature on cultural imperialism, cultural diplomacy, policy 

mobility, and cultural globalization. While scholars in the field of cultural imperialism have 

convincingly shown that ideas spread around the world through networks of power and influence 

emerging from dominant nation states and multinational corporations (Arnove and Pinede 2007; 

Carnoy 1974; Valdés 1995), this top-down approach has been criticized by scholars of policy 

diffusion and mobility as well as theorists of cultural globalization who find them to be too 

simplistic, missing the assemblages of local settings, actors, and networks who are critical to the 

movement of ideas as well as to the adaptations of these ideas to different global contexts 

(Gienow-Hecht 2000; Horten 2006; Thussu 2007). Rather than positioning these as opposing 

literatures, Sukarieh synthesizes them by proposing that all these networks of information 

distribution and transformation are key to understanding how certain ideas travel the world and 

solidify into globally dominant discourses. 

While the proliferation of globally dominant ideas is a widely acknowledged feature of 

global capitalism, this book hits on an often-missing element of study—the precise processes, 

places, and pathways that allow these ideas to grow into hegemonic dominance (p.6). 

Simultaneously, while other works have noted the spread of these discourses about youth in the 

region (Abu-Lughod 2009; Sukarieh and Tannock 2008), Sukarieh illuminates the way these 
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youth discourses function to counteract anti-neoliberal movements (p.136). Her work therefore 

underscores how the global dissemination of ideas always relies on the geostrategic use of cities 

and a geographically situated network of actors whose power rests on cultural norms as much as 

economics and politics (p.8). 
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