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Preface


Elisabeth Braune


For many people in the countries of the Middle East and North Africa, the political upheavals the region experienced in 2010/2011 raised high hopes, with democracy, freedom and the protection of human rights, political stability and economic prosperity appearing to be within reach. Since then, the region has seen more waves of mobilisation and protest. In 2018/2019, this was particularly true of countries such as Sudan, Algeria and Lebanon, which had not experienced any major confrontation with the government in 2011. For the majority of the countries in the region, however, these political upheavals failed to deliver any change for the better. Today – more than ten years after the Arab Spring and as the second wave of protests comes to an end – the MENA region is marked by economic crisis, high youth unemployment, and political and military conflict, with the countries increasingly finding themselves in the hands of authoritarian governments. The impact of the global Covid-19 crisis and climate change have exacerbated the situation further.


It is in this context of disenchantment, resignation and fear of downward mobility that the ‘dispossessed generation’ can be found in the countries of the Middle East and North Africa. In search of social justice, it is not easy for these young people to create a vision for a better future, let alone make it a reality. Despite these circumstances, members of the younger generation have proven to be drivers of positive change and have found ways of tackling challenges, whether local or global, and working together in pursuit of solutions. This book seeks to understand the situation these young people find themselves in and provide insights into their perspective on the world.


The empirical findings and analyses presented here are the result of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung’s second MENA Youth Study, a large-scale empirical study conducted for the first time in 2016 in eight countries across the region. Using a wide-ranging catalogue of questions, the aim was to close the gaps in our knowledge about young people in this region. The study was put together in collaboration with Leipzig University and Kantar Public along with a variety of other research centres and public opinion institutes in countries across the region. The findings were published in the form of a book entitled Coping with Uncertainty: Youth in the Middle East and North Africa (Gertel/Hexel 2018).


Five years later, in 2021, the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung worked with the same partner organisations to conduct a similar survey, enabling us to publish this second book depicting the changes that have occurred over time. A total of 12,000 young people aged between 16 and 30 participated in the survey. The participants came from eleven countries: Egypt, Algeria, Iraq, Yemen, Jordan, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Palestine, Sudan and Tunisia, in addition to Syrian refugees living in Lebanon. Since not all aspects of everyday life, value systems and social predispositions can be captured in numbers, 220 qualitative interviews were conducted in spring 2022 to complement the quantitative survey results.


This study seeks to make an empirically based contribution to the debate on the situation of young people in the MENA region and to provide a broader informational basis for this debate. The findings of the survey are intended to open up a discussion that encourages comparisons between prevailing views and newly acquired insights as well as to provide a space for further reflection. Social science studies are instrumental in fostering and supporting the social and political participation of young people in the MENA region. Such studies can raise awareness of young people’s needs and encourage political decision-makers to implement measures to ensure those needs are taken into account. Moreover, this type of research can help identify strategies aimed at empowering young people to engage more in society.


On behalf of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung and the editorial team, I would like to thank all the organisations and individuals who contributed to this study. Under what were sometimes extremely difficult circumstances – further exacerbated by the Covid-19 pandemic – the team once again succeeded in reaching thousands of young people across the MENA region, conducting interviews with them and collecting, evaluating, and scientifically analysing the results. Partners from many countries worked together to produce a study which will help us gain an understanding of the situation of young people in the region.


I owe a particular debt of gratitude to Jörg Gertel and David Kreuer from Leipzig University, the editors of this publication, as well as my colleague, co-editor Friederike Stolleis, without whose knowledge and expertise the scientific quality of the study would not have been possible. I would also like to thank Thorsten Spengler from Kantar Public who was involved in preparing and providing the data basis for the FES MENA Youth Study for a second time. Moreover, I would like to say thank you to the authors involved in the study, for interpreting the empirical findings and rendering them comprehensible, making the insights into the situation of young people in the MENA region accessible to a wider public.


My thanks also go to my colleagues at the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung headquarters in Berlin, Svenja Bode and Almut Weiler, who provided invaluable support on questions of project concept and content and were responsible for the task of coordinating this complex project. My gratitude goes to Henda Maarfi of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung office in Tunisia, who showed great dedication and enthusiasm in coordinating the different stages of the survey in the region. Special thanks also to my colleagues from the participating Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung offices in the region for their invaluable support coordinating the quantitative and qualitative surveys in what were sometimes quite adverse circumstances. Without their untiring efforts it would not have been possible to collect the data required. The majority of these offices also engaged local scientific experts to analyse the country-specific findings and published corresponding country studies, meaning many of the findings have already been discussed in their local context, and this has been incorporated into the main evaluation.


Last and most importantly of all, a big thank you to all the young people who agreed to participate in the study and answer our questions. It is their voices that form the foundation of our empirical findings.


As a result of the upheavals in 2011, interest in young people in the MENA region, frequently seen as the main protagonists in the uprisings, was reawakened. The result was a wide range of documentary reports, national surveys and small-scale analyses. This FES MENA Youth Study, however, is quite unique in that it constitutes a systematic, cross-country study based on intensive and comparable individual interviews. Given that the wealth and depth of knowledge gained increases exponentially over time, it is to be hoped that this exciting research project can be continued in the long term.


 


 


Berlin, November 2023


Elisabeth Braune


Head of the Middle East/North Africa Department,
Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung
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Youth in the Middle East and North Africa


Jörg Gertel, David Kreuer and Friederike Stolleis


This study addresses the changing situation of young people in the Middle East and North Africa (MENA), and investigates how it has impacted their opportunities in life in the context of multiple crises – from poverty and hunger to war and the pandemic. The empirical findings that underpin the individual analyses provide a snapshot focusing on the second year of the Covid-19 pandemic. Two conditions structure the analysis. On the one hand, current dynamics cannot be fully understood in isolation from recent historical developments in the region and their global points of reference, as individual events are interlinked, persist and shape young people’s opportunities in selective ways. On the other hand, the situation at the beginning of the 2020s is impacted by the convergence of several crises with varying temporalities: long-term processes such as impoverishment, precarisation, and environmental degradation combine with short-term dynamics such as outbreaks of violence and pandemic threats. These processes reinforce each other and are often almost irreversible. For the younger generation, this means they are deprived of the equal and fair opportunities in life to which they should be entitled. We argue that ‘what is’ and ‘what could be’ are drifting further and further apart (Chapter 3). Accordingly, we refer to young people in the MENA region as a ‘dispossessed generation’.


This notion of a dispossessed generation does not apply to everyone, nor is it an absolute category that classifies people as either ‘dispossessed’ or ‘not dispossessed’. Rather, it is a conceptual construction, a reference that focuses on the relational processes of dispossession, or more specifically the respective extent of these processes in concrete cases. In this sense, in view of global crisis dynamics, adolescents and young adults beyond the MENA region may also be increasingly affected by processes of dispossession. Nevertheless, according to the empirical findings, at the time of this study, a spatial concentration of young people is emerging in the Middle East and North Africa who are exposed to diverse and complex processes of dispossession.


The conditions for living a successful life have been fundamentally transformed for young people in the region by three events: the attacks of 11 September 2001, the Arab Spring in 2011 and the Covid-19 pandemic from 2020. We assume that both their own experiences and those they hear about – from family members, friends and the media, for instance – can be formative for the repertoire of memories, experiences and life plans of young people (Nikro/Hegasy 2018; Richter/Kozman 2021). Films, discourses, conversations, and emotions produce and relate to both the rather divisive experiences of violence, trauma and images of an enemy (Feindbilder), and to longings, desires and imaginaries that are more unifying in nature. How individuals negotiate these ambivalent experiences depends on many factors, including socialisation, access to resources and aspects of their relationship with the world (Chapter 3).


The 9/11 attacks in the USA not only claimed many lives, but are also seen as a possible turning point in relations between the Western and Arab worlds. Within just a few days of the attacks, Article 5 of the North Atlantic Treaty, governing mutual defence in the event of an attack on a member nation, had been invoked and the UN Security Council had affirmed the USA’s right of self-defence by military means. In October 2001, the ‘war on terror’ launched by US president George W. Bush was followed by a bombing campaign against alleged Taliban positions in Afghanistan. In 2003, this ‘self-defence’ campaign ultimately resulted in a US-led military intervention by the ‘coalition of the willing’ in Iraq, albeit without a UN mandate and without the involvement of Germany and France. Despite rhetoric to the contrary, when George Bush distinguished Islam from terrorism following multiple attacks in the United States and called for tolerance towards Muslim US citizens, one of the main consequences was that ‘Islam’ was increasingly perceived stereotypically and generally discredited in the Western world. In the aftermath of the intervention in Iraq, the practice of transferring alleged suspects to camps outside the USA, in places such as Guantánamo Bay in Cuba, detaining them without charge or disclosure of their identity and isolating them from the outside world for years, also contributed to further communication breakdowns and mistrust. Young adults in the MENA region grow up with films, images and stories depicting these circumstances. This shapes identities.


In winter 2010/2011, a wave of demonstrations, protests and unrest occurred – a rebellion against authoritarian regimes that was largely led by young people. The uprisings began in Tunisia and shortly thereafter many governments in the region were confronted with upheavals and revolutions often referred to in the West as the ‘Arab Spring’ (Jünemann/Zorob 2013; Gertel/Ouaissa 2014). After initial euphoria, however, the revolutions had mixed success in achieving the hoped-for outcomes: in Tunisia and Egypt, long-standing authoritarian rulers were overthrown; Syria, Libya and Yemen, however, were plunged into ongoing civil wars, while monarchies such as those in Morocco, Jordan and Bahrain proved more resilient and remained in power. Nevertheless, the revolutions and upheavals brought about the most fundamental change in the Middle East and North Africa since decolonisation. They also sparked a whole series of campaigns against inequality and precarious living conditions in countries across Europe and beyond. The Indignados protests in Spain, which began in spring 2011, explicitly referenced events in the Arab world, and not long after this, Greece saw its own anti-austerity demonstrations. This was soon followed by protests on Wall Street, which led to the formation of the global Occupy movement against political paternalism and economic inequality. The movement identified the global financial system as one of the main causes of large-scale insecurity and inequality. This represented a paradigm shift: local protests, especially outside the MENA region, no longer targeted only their own national governments, but also private profiteers in the international system, who were often (partly) responsible for global exploitative action (Gertel 2019; 2021).


In the years that followed, many political regimes in the region succeeded in exploiting differences between the demonstrators (such as between Islamist and non-Islamist groups) and in bringing some stakeholders to the negotiating table while excluding others (Sika 2017; Melliti/Moussa 2018; Ait Mous/Kadiri 2021). This led to the fragmentation and division of the protest movements (Sika 2021). Since then, the use of violence and coercive measures by the state against youth activists has escalated almost everywhere in the region. This, in turn, prompted many young people to minimise resistance ‘on the streets’ and withdraw from political activism. In 2019, protest movements formed again in Sudan and Algeria, but shortly afterwards, they were hindered by the pandemic (Algeria) or brought to a standstill by armed conflicts (Sudan). The political role of Europe, which has continued to support authoritarian or military regimes in the region since the 2011 revolutions, is rather inglorious (Gawhari 2020).


Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung’s first MENA Youth Study, published in 2018 under the title Coping with Uncertainty: Youth in the Middle East and North Africa, addressed the interplay between insecurity and uncertainty in the everyday life of young people. The aim was to investigate the vulnerability of young people in the MENA region five years after the Arab Spring with a focus on different groups and different countries. While insecurity, as we argued, relates to the present and arises largely from the lack of access to resources, uncertainty relates to the future. The strategies used to cope with uncertainties are varied, based on differing contexts, faiths and knowledges, and are also always resource dependent – resource dependence thus connects both insecurity and uncertainty. However, due to the drastic change in social conditions, even proven coping strategies are often no longer effective: both insecurity and uncertainty are expanding (Gertel 2018b: 23). This increasing impoverishment, understood as cumulative deprivation, and the withdrawal of life opportunities have continued over the past five years; they have not been reversed or weakened, but have rather been consolidated and deepened in the wake of environmental degradation, the Covid-19 pandemic and the Ukraine war causing downstream food insecurity in North Africa (Gertel 2023).


The situation of young people in the Middle East and North Africa has thus been difficult and tense for some time. As a result of the accumulation of crises in the region, this is no longer only problematic in the short term, but young adults are now affected by structural dynamics of dispossession. Their chances of fair living conditions have declined in recent years.


Using the available data from two time slices – 2016/2017 and 2021/2022 – we are able to show the dynamics of dispossession affecting young people in the MENA region. This time period was extended by asking 2016/2017 respondents to reflect on their life five years earlier in certain questions, which gives some insight into the context of winter 2010/2011. The investigation period thus covers up to twelve years. While in 2016/2017 we surveyed young adults from nine countries (Morocco, Tunisia, Egypt, Lebanon, Jordan, Palestine, Yemen, Bahrain and Syrian refugees in Lebanon), we were able to extend the present study to twelve countries: Algeria, Libya, Iraq and Sudan were added to the countries listed, while Bahrain was no longer included (Chapter 2).


Selecting the sample


In view of more recent political upheavals as well as the often problematic security situation in the countries of the MENA region, conducting thousands of face-to-face interviews, each lasting over an hour, posed a challenge not only in terms of content, but also in terms of logistics (Appendix: Methodology). Fortunately, we were still able to interview more than 12,000 young people aged between 16 and 30 within only a few weeks in autumn 2021. The questionnaire comprised standardised closed questions (Appendix: Figure A.7) that were supplemented and contextualised by at least twenty qualitative interviews per country, conducted in the summer of 2022 (Appendix: Figure A.8). Due to the time lag between quantitative and qualitative surveys, it was possible to discuss the emerging empirical findings and resulting follow-up questions with the young adults. Three characteristics structure the quantitative sample:


1. Given the wide age range of the sample, it is possible to cover groups at different stages of life and areas of responsibility: those who still live with their parents (74%) and those who live with their partner (19%), some of whom already have children of their own. The majority of the respondents who still live with their parents see themselves as adolescents (i.e. young) (92%), but even those with their own household are more likely to classify themselves as ‘young’ (79%) and only a small group of the entire sample see themselves as adults (12%). This suggests that many respondents are very closely intertwined with their parents’ generation – they live together, eat together or support each other financially. Even the young adults who live independently still have some form of economic, social and emotional connection to their family of origin. Through this sampling, the spectrum of social processes that characterise the transitions from childhood to the adult world becomes accessible to empirical investigation. This includes, for example, the transition from education or training to professional life, beginning a relationship and getting married, moving out of the parental home, as well as creating a family and having children. These different phases alone make it quite clear that ‘youth’ or ‘young people’ is far from a homogeneous category.


2. The structure of the sample – 1,000 respondents per country – enables us to compare and contrast the findings between countries (Chapter 2). As a result, all the overarching information – such as the averages for the 12,000 respondents – relates to the twelve target groups (eleven countries and one group of Syrian refugees in Lebanon). This means that each country is assumed to be equally important for every aspect that is examined. From a demographic perspective, for instance, Lebanon – a small country – is compared with the around twenty times more populous state of Egypt. Similarly, when it comes to economic performance, the countries all have different characteristics (Figure 1.1). The overarching data are therefore not to be understood as representative of the entire MENA region or the Arab countries. They represent twelve study groups, with each country (including the Syrian refugees) being given equal weight in the calculations. Moreover, the sample size means the differences within the individual countries can only be analysed to a limited extent. It makes more sense to interpret the differences between areas within the countries based on settlement size rather than the administrative boundaries between urban and rural areas, as these are not uniformly defined in all the countries of study.






Figure 1.1
DEVELOPMENT INDICATORS OF COUNTRIES IN THE MENA REGION
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3. Finally, there are three weighting factors to consider: gender, age and regional distribution. The choice of respondents and the subsequent weighting ensures that both the gender balance and age distribution are in line with each country’s actual demographics. The regional distribution of the sample also corresponds – with a few exceptions – to the population distribution according to national administrative units (Appendix: Methodology). This means that the individual cases (interviews) are weighted differently and are accordingly included with varying proportions in the calculation of averages, for example. It is also important to bear in mind that owing to the methodology used in this study, both the very wealthy, who often live in quite protected locations, and the destitute, who do not always have a permanent or registered place of residence, remain underrepresented in the sample.


As this is the second youth study, the questionnaire-based survey technique enables comparisons to be drawn between the data from 2016 and from 2021, thus allowing for an analysis of more recent historical developments. The majority of the aspects studied and the corresponding questions were adopted from the 2016 study, with around three-quarters of the questions for both time periods being identical. The newly added aspects include questions on the Covid-19 pandemic, the environment and lifestyles. To keep the questionnaire the same length, some questions had to be cut. The questions that were removed either did not produce particularly meaningful results in the first survey wave or no major changes were expected to have occurred during the five-year period between the two waves. This applies, for example, to questions about languages, agriculture, part-time jobs and religious symbols, as well as to the social affiliation of young people or who they turn to for help when they have problems.






Figure 1.2
RESPONDENT CHARACTERISTICS
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Against this background, what do the empirical findings tell us about the differences between young adults across the MENA region? While gender ratio and age distribution are balanced as a result of the weighting, a quick look at the data reveals the wide range of adolescents and young adults surveyed (Figure 1.2). Between 68 percent (Palestine) and 85 percent (Tunisia) of them still live with their parents. Among the group of Syrian refugees in Lebanon, however, the corresponding figure is as low as 46 percent. The educational situation also varies from country to country, with between 3 percent of the respondents in Libya and 59 percent of the Syrian refugees having completed no more than a low level of formal education. Considerable differences can also be observed when it comes to employment. In Egypt, for instance, just 16 percent of young people are in training or education, whereas in Sudan, the equivalent figure amounts to 56 percent. The share of young people working for money ranges between 22 and 39 percent, and reaches 42 percent in the group of Syrian refugees. Thus, country-specific contexts determine the situation of young people in the MENA region.


Personal perspectives


The following five personal perspectives illustrate the wide range of inequalities and processes of dispossession in the MENA region and provide some initial insight into the everyday situations that young people are confronted with.


Lila, 30, from Sidi Yahia (Algeria), takes a critical view of the generational and gender-based marginalisation in the labour market:




Young people are often excluded and marginalised. Especially when they want to become self-employed, they are blocked and belittled by their elders. The problem of youth unemployment is largely down to unfair practices when it comes to recruitment and access to jobs, which tend to rely on connections and nepotism rather than skills and qualifications. What’s more, men always want women to be in a more junior position to them, but luckily in Algeria, women are paid the same as their male counterparts. However, it’s pretty clear that in men’s eyes, women are lower in terms of social standing and their place should be in the home. In my opinion, the only criteria for assessing someone’s value should be their achievements and abilities, not their gender or their age.





Fadi, 30, who is married and lives in the Palestinian West Bank, emphasises the importance of private property when it comes to the persistent inequalities that exist:




There’s no doubt, there are many differences between social classes, such as social or economic differences, or differences between men and women (...). Inheritance and its distribution is an important factor in the distribution of wealth. Some families own a lot of land and are rich; they leave everything to their family members, so that the wealth accumulates in these families. As far as economic wealth is concerned, there are certain sections of society that have a lot of capital at their disposal, while others have nothing at all. This shows the big gap between the social classes. Since 2007, there have been no significant changes in the ownership structure. Maybe it’s even worse now, because people who used to have a lot of money are now in debt. This is often seen in the different strata of our society.





Hisham is 20 and lives in Lebanon’s Beqaa Valley. As a Syrian refugee, he faces a different kind of inequality:




I know that laws that exist on paper don’t apply in practice and because of this I am openly opposed to government initiatives that ostensibly promote justice. I’m a refugee living in Lebanon and although we aren’t allowed to take part in local movements, in the run-up to elections I hear people talking about justice, equality and other ideals, and I know for a fact that they are all liars. I am certain that inequality increases on all levels if there is no justice. You can only get a good job here if you’re a member of one of Lebanon’s traditional political parties. As a Syrian refugee, there is no such thing as equality. We’re not even allowed to work in most areas. And even if I do manage to get a job, I work longer hours for less money. I am forced to take basic jobs because I can’t find anything else.





Intissar from Khan Yunis in the Gaza Strip (Palestine) is 27. She tells us about the consequences of her physical limitations:




As a young woman with a disability, I don’t experience social equality, not in terms of education or career entry, nor in terms of equal treatment for disabled people. The government can’t even protect us from violence. Moreover, I applied for a job with an organisation but before they even knew what skills, qualifications or experience I had, they rejected my application because of my disability and didn’t even invite me to interview. The organisation’s director told me, and this is a direct quote: ‘There is no one better qualified than you’, and in the same breath he referred to my disability, which meant I was out of the running. For people with disabilities, equal opportunities do not exist in the recruitment process. Nor is there any justice when it comes to providing us with easy access to public transport. It feels as though we are condemned to stay at home and never leave the house.





Thirty-year-old Abdelrazaq from Aden emphasises another aspect of inequality, related to the reunification of Yemen:




Right now, I’d say inequality is the root cause of all the crises, insofar as the Arab Spring revolution and prior to that, the peaceful movement in what was formerly South Yemen, were caused by inequality. In South Yemen we used to have a socialist system, both politically and economically, which was built on equality for everyone. The northern regions had a capitalist system. When the two systems came together, I think the main reason for the failure was that there was no clear idea of how to bring the two systems together, that is, how to solve problems and differences between classes and groups, and between men and women. This produced further inequalities, which led to the war in 1994 and even more problems after that. These escalated from 2007, in other places in the southern regions, too, and during the 2011 Arab Spring, finally coming to a head in the war of 2015. When we moved to the one common system of government, here in Aden there was the class of the others (from the North) who came with capital, while in the South we were dependent on the state for everything, for income, food and clothing. The people who lived off land, real estate and farms were hardly affected by the crises, because they were not fundamentally dependent on the state. But the people who were essentially dependent on the state were totally exposed, and even people from the middle class plummeted to the lower class.





These individual accounts illustrate that inequalities, which characterise the dynamics of development, vary from country to country and may have different reasons depending on group, gender, disability or refugee status. While for some young people it is all about enjoying life and fulfilling their dreams, being young can also mean securing access to the job market against all odds, working hard and acting responsibly. Our study also reveals that the current labour market situation is not readily comparable with that of previous generations, and that those who have jobs are not usually willing to give them up. Due to growing economic problems, young adults are no longer able to fully take on expected roles in society, although access to new media means that they are probably in a better position than ever to assess their situation in the global context of what it means to be young.


Research on youth in the MENA region


In our review of the current state of research below, we include both a description of the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung’s previous work and its positioning in international publications. The Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung presented and discussed the empirical findings and results of the 2016 Youth Study at events in Berlin, Brussels and its other offices in Germany. After its publication in German by the J. H. W. Dietz publishing house (Gertel/Hexel 2017), the MENA youth study met with great interest, which was also reflected in the press response. At the beginning of 2018, the study was published in English by the London-based publisher Saqi Books, making it internationally accessible. In the same year, the authors of the study presented the book to an academic audience at the World Congress for Middle Eastern Studies (WOCMES) in Seville and also discussed the results with political decision-makers in German ministries. The Arabic translation of the study was finally published in 2019 by the Beirut-based publishing house Dar al-Saqi and distributed via Arab bookstores. Here, too, there was great scientific and media interest, as there had been no comparable regional study up until that point and much of the information on youth was not available in Arabic.


In the MENA region itself, the study was presented at public events in Beirut and Tunis, in the presence of the authors. In addition, the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung’s country offices in Morocco, Tunisia, Palestine, Jordan, Lebanon and Yemen have worked together with local organisations to develop policy recommendations, concepts and strategies for better integration of young people’s interests and needs. These were discussed, for example, with representatives of Tunisian and Moroccan trade unions as well as government employees in Jordan, Palestine and Yemen. One recurring proposal was to encourage greater involvement of young people in political processes. In addition, within the framework of training programmes such as the Young Leaders Programme, young adults were given the opportunity to develop relevant action plans themselves and to introduce them for discussion through blog articles or information campaigns.


During the Covid-19 pandemic, we realised some more new survey questions were needed. These were tested and applied for the first time in a multi-stage online survey conducted among the participants of the Young Leaders Programme in the MENA region in 2020 during the first year of the pandemic. The results were published in Arabic, English and French (Gertel/Kreuer 2021) and discussed with the respondents during Young Leaders training sessions. Key findings of that study have been incorporated into this book.


Immediately after the survey for the 2021 MENA Youth Study was completed, the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung engaged renowned experts from the region for the analysis and evaluation of the country-specific data.1 These country analyses were published over the course of 2022 and 2023 and were presented and discussed at public events in the respective countries, in some cases in cooperation with the universities of the local authors. In many of the participating countries, the analysis of preliminary results has also been integrated into the Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung’s training programmes. The country analyses themselves, as well as the feedback from the discussions conducted in each region, were taken up by the authors of this book, bolstering the analysis of the empirical findings and making it possible to fine-tune the positioning of the results in the regional context.


Independently of the FES youth study and its findings, the situation of young people in the countries of the MENA region is continuously being examined. In fact, two larger-scale EU-financed research consortia were particularly instrumental in expanding the body of research on young people in the MENA region in the aftermath of the Arab Spring, generating new insights and revealing important perspectives for further research. These were the SAHWA Project (2014–2017) and the Power2Youth Project (2015–2017), two initiatives which also included local experts in the production of knowledge and improved their international visibility. Several edited volumes now explore the situation of young adults in the MENA region before the pandemic.


Imed Melliti and Hayet Moussa (2018) penned an important study on Tunisia entitled Quand les jeunes parlent d’injustice (When young people talk about injustice) which explores the injustices perceived by young people and reflects on how justice can be achieved. The findings of the study point to the legitimacy of actions and interventions that are both the basis for coexistence and instrumental in upholding social agreements. Feelings of injustice are expressed, the authors argue, when the social contract is perceived as exclusionary. Their analysis of discourses and emotions thus aims to identify those expressions and forms of injustice, which elicit outrage and frustration, and establish references to normativity that currently serve as benchmarks for young people in Tunisia in constructing the boundary between what is ‘just’ and ‘unjust’ (see Melliti 2022; Melliti/Abdessamad 2022).


In Les jeunes du Maroc (The youth of Morocco) (2021), Fadma Ait Mous and Zakaria Kadiri present key results of the SAHWA Study for Morocco. Their findings are based on a survey of 2,000 young Moroccans conducted before the pandemic, as well as interviews with young entrepreneurs in Rabat, informal homeworkers and agricultural workers. The main focus of their study is the intergenerational contract, which is explored using four approaches. The first approach relates to opportunities in terms of education, employment and entrepreneurship and the associated impact on inclusion and informalisation in the labour market. Second, young people’s social and political mobilisation, participation and use of social networks is addressed. Third, the study explores youth cultures with regard to cultural practices and the development of young people’s own values. Finally, the study highlights gender equality and issues of empowerment and migration.


Elena Sánchez-Montijano and José Sánchez García’s Youth at the Margins (2019) also focuses on the results of the SAHWA project. This volume is structured as a cross-sectional analysis of five countries (Algeria, Egypt, Lebanon, Morocco and Tunisia) and examines the diverse perspectives and forms of socio-economic, political and cultural marginalisation of young people. Its aim is to explore the patterns of living conditions and the agency of young people, focusing on the relational character of the youth worlds that they themselves actively shape.


A related topic, which overlaps with the scope of the current study, is explored in Reassessing Activism and Engagement Among Arab Youth (2022), an edited volume by Sarah Anne Rennick. Based on conversations with Algerian, Tunisian, Lebanese and Syrian youth activists, the book addresses the question of the political impact of the widespread civic engagement of young people that is expressly defined as ‘apolitical’. To what extent can civic engagement in seemingly ‘apolitical’ fields be conceived of as a form of political activism? And is this more in contrast to or in continuity with political activism? To answer these questions, ‘youth’ is reconceptualised as a generational practice of politics, meaning a ‘competent performance’ of shared knowledge and understandings of what constitutes politics and the political.


Five monographs, all written by women, also analyse different aspects of the lives of young adults at a point in time shortly before the outbreak of the pandemic. These are particularly noteworthy as they stem from countries in which empirical research is complex – such as Algeria, Yemen and Egypt – and were produced under what were often challenging circumstances.


In South Yemen’s Independence Struggle, Amira Augustin (2021) explores why so many young people born after 1990 are advocating for South Yemen’s independence, becoming involved in the large-scale social movement of the South, and expressing enthusiasm for re-establishing a state they never themselves experienced. In other words, mobilisation is at the heart of this study, too. The most recent study by Nadine Sika (2023) on Youth in Egypt develops this theme further. Sika examines the political world of young people in Egypt, concentrating on their experiences of authoritarianism. In so doing she provides a more recent historical perspective through the eyes of several generations of young people who have experienced successive periods of political upheaval and state militarisation. Drawing on empirical findings, this study is also about involvement in protest movements, civil society organisations and political parties and opportunities for economic and political participation: be it for the regime or against it.


Britta Hecking’s (2021) book Jugend und Widerstand in Algier (Youth and resistance in Algiers) focuses on how young people in Algeria navigate everyday life – being out and about in urban spaces in search of opportunities to make a living and empower themselves. In doing so, she reconstructs the interplay between urban development and youth movements, from the anticolonial liberation struggle to the October revolt of 1988, the Arab Spring and the beginning of the hirak movement. Against the backdrop of growing social inequality, she examines young people’s demands for their ‘right to the city’ and the design of their spaces and counter-places, which she deems to be part of the resistance against exclusion.


Cristiana Strava (2023) also takes a spatial approach in Precarious Modernities, exploring the urban periphery of Casablanca. Her book concentrates on the daily life and spaces of communities of young people living in precarity, also looking at their interaction with conservationists, international development planners and technocratic planning regimes. According to the author, the depoliticisation of the urban fringes in the course of controversial ‘modernisation processes’ reinforces inequalities, while at the same time creating unexpected opportunities for engagement of the marginalised. Unforeseen and novel forms of political engagement signalled the revival and reconfiguration of class concepts and opened up creative and alternative spatial possibilities for participation in a time of increasing authoritarianism.


In Urban Youth Unemployment, Marginalization and Politics in MENA, Rawan Asali Nuseibeh (2022) compares four major cities in the region (Amman, Jerusalem, Cairo and Tunis), looking specifically at the life chances and narratives of young people. The focus is on intersectional perspectives of marginalisation: lines of intersection between gender, ethnicity and social class. Drawing on narratives about hope, disappointment and life decisions, the author explores how the political and economic climate in each of these cities influences the life prospects of the young people living there. She calls for political institutions and labour markets, as well as educational establishments, to be re-evaluated using the concept of the ‘right to the city’.


Recently, the Covid-19 pandemic and its effects on the region have also been examined. Alongside reports by different international organisations and numerous contributions to academic journals, the first edited volumes – which have primarily taken a political science approach – have also been published. Hobaika, Möller and Völkel (2022), for example, examine the discriminatory consequences of the pandemic. They focus on the communication strategies and relationships between political actors and populations. Sadiki and Saleh (2022) also analyse the multifaceted and unequal effects of the pandemic from the perspective of Beck’s ‘risk society’, looking at questions of governance and democracy. Ben Brik (2022) conducts a comparative analysis of political responses to the pandemic in the region, while Stephan (2023) looks at the Covid-19 crisis from a gendered perspective. The latter volume specifically identifies reasons for the disproportionate impact of the pandemic on women. To date, however, no study has explicitly looked at young people and the pandemic together. In this context, the present study aims to explore the combined effects of Covid-19 with other crises, to identify and understand the consequences for young adults.


Structure and argument of the book


Introduction


The volume is divided into four parts. This opening chapter is followed by an introduction to the countries in which the 2021 MENA Youth Study was conducted (Chapter 2). These countries and groups have eventful histories and, in addition to many similarities, also show major differences in natural resources, social groups, economies and political systems. They are therefore considered in turn and the more general question of their comparability is discussed.


This is followed by Chapter 3, in which Jörg Gertel and Katharina Grüneisl introduce the concept of dispossession, which runs like a common thread through all the chapters of this book. The situation of young people in the MENA region has been tense and difficult for some time. Due to the increasing frequency of crisis-related developments and their regional concurrence, however, the situation is no longer just problematic in the short term, but is now affected by structural dynamics of dispossession: the gap between ‘what is’ and ‘what could be’ is expanding. In order to gain a better understanding of these dynamics, Gertel and Grüneisl adopt and expand the capabilities–aspirations approach, combining resource analyses which focus on access to capital, education and social networks with aspiration analyses, examining the interplay of desires, ambitions and personal goals with fears, stress and depression. Empirically, on the one hand, young people’s economic security and social stratification are examined, and on the other, their life plans, including life satisfaction, work–life balance and fears about the future, are investigated. This introduces the basic manifestations of dispossession, dynamics that will be addressed in more depth in the individual chapters of this book.


Multiple crises


The second part of the book discusses the impact of manifold crises on the situation of young people in the MENA region. These range from the economic crises that were already widespread in 2016, including dramatic rates of youth unemployment, to the consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic in 2020/2021. We also address how young people are dealing with their increasing experiences of hunger and violence in recent years, as well as the ever more frequent environmental crises and the mobility of young migrants and refugees.


By way of introduction, Chapter 4 first examines the consequences of the Covid-19 pandemic for the physical and mental health of young people. The social sphere comes into focus here: everyday life during the pandemic was characterised by temporary restrictions and new structural inequalities which especially affected the most vulnerable. Finally, the chapter explores the question of how young adults make sense of the pandemic and what lessons they draw from it for themselves and society.


In Chapter 5, Jörg Gertel examines the question of how the economic situation has been exacerbated by, and the youth employment context has come under further pressure from, the pandemic and other current crises. To do this, he first investigates the respondents’ self-reported economic situation. Subsequently, he examines their wider social reproductive context with regard to their parents’ generation, before analysing the economic integration and employment situation of young adults in more detail. Finally, the author examines the intergenerational shifts in employment patterns as well as respondents’ personal motives and aspirations with regard to their ideal jobs. He shows how problematic developments have intensified since 2016 and how the dynamics of dispossession work.


In Chapter 6, Gertel goes on to explore different forms of hunger and violence. After providing a regional analysis of current developments, he presents four country perspectives, in which the diverse interactions between violence and experiences of hunger are examined. The author argues that food insecurity and violence are often connected, with the poorer and more vulnerable groups of society affected most. The Covid-19 pandemic and the Russian invasion of Ukraine in February 2022 have further exacerbated food insecurity and uncertainty in the MENA region. Both phenomena have had serious repercussions for those affected, which are unlikely to be reversible. They have resulted in social ruptures, as well as a decline in societal standards, especially regarding access to basic foodstuffs and social justice. Gertel views this as an expression of the radical processes of dispossession, which make self-determination and fair opportunities for self-realisation seem all but unachievable.


In Chapter 7, Ann-Christin Zuntz addresses the migration intentions and experiences of the younger generation in the MENA region. With the aim of unpacking the relationship between dispossession and migration or displacement, the author looks at different forms of movement: legal educational and labour migration, irregular migration across the Mediterranean and other, often overlooked forms of internal mobility and environmental displacement. Highlighting the respondents’ complex feelings and nuanced assessments of migration, Zuntz debunks the stereotype that all young adults in the MENA region are ‘aspiring migrants’. Her analysis demonstrates that mobility plans are not merely a symptom of economic deprivation; rather, they should be understood as a broader strategy of achieving a dignified life, characterised by secure livelihoods, environmental sustainability, social harmony and a fair distribution of wealth and opportunity – an alternative to the dynamics of dispossession.


Chapter 8 sees David Kreuer explore the question of how aware the younger generation is of the prevailing environmental and climate crises. The survey and particularly the qualitative interviews clearly show that awareness of this problem is growing across the entire region and is especially pronounced among those who feel directly affected personally. The vast majority of young people report being concerned about the state of the environment and many signal their willingness in principle to become actively involved in improving the situation. However, they often find it difficult to identify who is responsible for pollution and climate change – and a variety of different obstacles make engaging in local activism seem unrealistic for many of our respondents, not least because they often have other, more important issues to worry about. Kreuer argues that protest and activism have the best chances of success when activists are able to make the link between environmental issues and socio-economic concerns.


Patterns of personal orientation


Young people’s views of the world and the way they behave are influenced by a multitude of different individual patterns of orientation, all of which are closely interconnected. These can involve the development of a certain lifestyle, the importance of family, education and gender roles, the adoption or questioning of certain values as well as the role of religion. The third part of this book is devoted to the interconnections between these patterns and the role they play in the lives of young people in the MENA region.


In Chapter 9 on lifestyles, Jörg Gertel elaborates on the interplay between personality traits, social relationships and living conditions, in other words the sum of patterns of action and behaviour that manifest in a way of life. He examines the role played by access to and availability of resources, as well as the individual’s power of imagination and connection to the world – and the resulting biographical openness2 or closedness – when it comes to how young people in the MENA region conduct their lives. His analysis reveals that the respondents are less strongly represented in both the categories with high levels of openness and among the economically secure. This reflects widespread deprivation and symbolises the effects of long-term dynamics of dispossession.


In Chapter 10, Christoph H. Schwarz explores the question of how young people in the region currently interpret and practise their gender roles in everyday life, and what role family and education play in this. Despite the differences, the author concludes that the family remains the most important institution and a central reference point for both young women and men. The question that arises, however, is to what extent the family can still fulfil its function as a guarantor of stability in a time of multiple crises and growing repression. Women’s aspirations for emancipation are increasingly encountering dynamics of (re-)patriarchalisation, which reinforce processes of political and socio-economic dispossession of young people in a gender-specific way. Nevertheless, it is young women in particular who, in this situation, develop new values and strive for empowerment.


In Chapter 11, David Kreuer and Jörg Gertel scrutinise the values of the ‘dispossessed generation’, revealing that individual aspects appear to be largely stable over time and across countries, with faith, security and family values being particularly cherished. The authors identify four value dimensions, i.e. possible patterns of orientation, that can be contradictory: conservatism and conformity, often desired by society, are contrasted with openness to change, which seems indispensable for successfully navigating the modern world. Another tension is between a widely regarded focus on community and a rather controversial tendency towards self-empowerment. Each person tries to reconcile these demands in their own way, with differences between urban and rural areas, different lifestyles and also between countries.


Chapter 12 sees Lisa Maria Franke discuss the meaning of religion and individual religiosities for the identity formation of young people. The author describes how religiousness can function as a form of intimately lived empowerment, especially for young families, helping them to deal with the growing uncertainties resulting from dynamics of dispossession. Furthermore, as also observed five years ago, young women see themselves as more religious than young men, while young people’s self-reported religiousness also increases with age. She further discusses the empirical finding that the majority of young people believe religion should play a larger role in public life. In conclusion, Franke notes that many of the young people surveyed are in the process of reshaping their spiritual beliefs and religious practices, and are reconceptualising ‘Islam’, especially in the digital context: traditional religious authorities are increasingly being questioned due to the presence of social media – at the same time, the religious identities of the young people surveyed are being reimagined based on a new global lifestyle.


Societal action


The fourth part of the book is dedicated to the societal action of young people in the MENA region. Starting with communication that brings people into contact with each other, the focus then moves to understandings of and attitudes towards politics and political mobilisation, civic engagement and, finally, the hopes and expectations with which young men and women look to their own future and that of their society.


In Chapter 13, as a starting point, Carola Richter examines the availability of communication media among young people, addressing this in the context of state infrastructure policies in the MENA countries. Based on specific patterns of use, the author analyses the different functions that social media fulfil for young adults. It becomes evident that they mainly use media for entertainment and networking purposes and only to a limited extent for political information or even mobilisation. Similarly, there is no compelling evidence of the much-vaunted role played by the internet in revolutionising education and work. The political dimension of digitalisation is only mentioned by young people when they refer to the growing impact of the digital divide in social and economic development and the fear that, without access to the internet or a smartphone, social connections would be lost. The dispossession experienced by young people in the MENA region, particularly the barely perceptible, insidious dismantling of opportunities for collective action, is largely accepted.


In Chapter 14 on politics and mobilisation, Mathias Albert and Nadine Sika explore the extent to which the socio-economic and political dynamics of the last decade, and in particular the consequences of the ‘Arab Spring 2.0’, influence the political attitudes and actions of young people – in particular their political convictions and mobilisation strategies. Not only regional developments, but especially global events, have had a strong influence on the lives of young people in recent years and have disenfranchised them politically. They continue to be disinterested in politics and have hardly any trust in most state institutions. Democratic forms of government have clearly lost their attractiveness, and a sense of helplessness and disempowerment is spreading instead. The preference for a political system based on a ‘strong man’ is an expression of the expectation that the state should provide basic social and economic support. If the states of the region fail to fulfil this desire, the untapped potential for protest and mobilisation among young people appears large enough to effect far-reaching change.


The author of Chapter 15, Friederike Stolleis, explores the topic of civic engagement, specifically the issues on which young people engage in civic activities and what motivates them to become involved, as well as the institutional framework, and the separation of civic and political engagement. Stolleis focuses in particular on what has changed since the FES MENA Youth Study in 2016, especially as a result of the Covid-19 pandemic, and to what extent these changes are likely to be long term. Her chapter paints a picture of a generation that is aware of the economic and political uncertainties prevailing in the MENA region and holds out little hope of receiving state support. Nonetheless, the majority of these young people still invest time and energy in voluntary activities with a view to improving community coexistence and the way we treat the environment.


Finally, in Chapter 16, David Kreuer portrays and analyses the hopes and expectations young people in the MENA region have for the future, given the multiple crises they face in the present. The author observes that despite deep disappointment about economic developments, there is an almost inexhaustible reservoir of optimism that every young generation seems to possess. While young people clearly articulate their expectations of policymakers and older generations, they are prepared to take things into their own hands too. Here, the author sees the unprompted acts of solidarity shown at the start of the Covid-19 pandemic as an instructive and encouraging example of the wealth of energy and huge potential this young generation has to break out of the spiral of dispossession and make societies in the region fairer and more sustainable.


In order to make the process of collecting and analysing the empirical material more transparent and comprehensible, the methodology of the study is explained in the Appendix. In addition, both the questionnaire for the quantitative survey and the guiding questions for the qualitative interviews cited in this book are included.





_______________


1. The following colleagues were involved in and produced country analyses: Khadija Boussaïd (Algeria), Ahmed Qasem Meften (Iraq), Mohammad Aburumman and Walid Alkhatib (Jordan), Michel Doueihy (Lebanon), Asma Khalifa (Libya), Fadma Ait Mous (Morocco), Ghassan Khatib (Palestine), Atta El-Battahani (Sudan), Jasmin Lilian Diab (Syrian refugees in Lebanon), Imed Melliti (Tunisia) and Kamal Naif Tamim (Yemen). All country analyses are available online (https://mena.fes.de/topics/fes-mena-youth-study).


2. Personal openness to new ideas and experiences (Chapter 9), from ‘Biographische Offenheit’ (Otte 2005).









2
The Countries in the MENA Region


Jörg Gertel, David Kreuer and Friederike Stolleis


The acronym MENA stands for Middle East and North Africa and generally refers to the region from Morocco to Iran, including large parts of the Arabic-speaking world. The region has some 380 million inhabitants which corresponds to about 6 percent of the world’s population. The following countries are usually considered part of the MENA region: Algeria, Bahrain, Egypt, Iran, Iraq, Jordan, Kuwait, Lebanon, Libya, Morocco, Oman, Palestine, Saudi Arabia, Syria, Tunisia, the United Arab Emirates, and Yemen. Sudan, an important Arabic-speaking country in North Africa, is also included in the analysis. This study is based on interviews conducted in twelve countries (represented above in italics) – six of which are in North Africa and six in the Middle East (with the peculiarity that the young Syrians interviewed were living in Lebanon rather than their home country). The Friedrich-Ebert-Stiftung (FES) has an active presence in these twelve countries, whether in the form of a representative office on the ground or through their project work. Collaboration with local FES offices facilitated the implementation of the surveys and also enabled a more detailed analysis thanks to input from local researchers and staff from the foundation.


Characteristics of the MENA region


At the outset, a key question must be raised, namely whether individual countries can be meaningfully compared with each other at all. For several decades, there has been controversy about the extent to which it makes sense to measure and compare so-called levels of development of (national) states, as is the case for the countries examined here in Figure 2.1. One position assumes that non-comparable facts and often non-measurable characteristics are compulsively and falsely related to each other by an arbitrary selection of (numerical) indicators (Crush 1995; Esteva/Escobar 2017). In contrast to this, another position emphasises that phenomena that are not observable can only be recognised, named and investigated through aggregated statistical statements (Simon 2006). Finally, still others argue that, regardless of the method used to launch them, research topics are always influenced by discourse, for example by whether they are desirable in terms of power politics or how their setting is shaped by vested interests (Pieterse 2010). For postcolonial states such as those in the Arab world, one result of this approach is that the apparent inferiority of one country or another is established and perpetuated through such inadmissible comparisons (Sachs 1992; Ziai 2017). These arguments must be taken into account when we categorise countries according to statistical criteria, as is the case here.






Figure 2.1
COUNTRIES IN THE FES MENA YOUTH STUDIES (2016 AND 2021)
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For several years the Human Development Index has measured levels of development (Figure 1.1). While in the current study no country with a ‘very high level of human development’ is included – such as any of the Arab Gulf states – two oil-exporting countries, Algeria and Libya (newcomers to the study), have, however, been added to the list of ‘high human development’ category. Two other countries, also newcomers, classify differently: Iraq ranks as ‘medium human development’ and Sudan is part of the lowest human development category. Moreover, certain countries have experienced profound changes since the last study, in some cases due to expanding uncertainties that impact on the level of development, as evident in the case of Lebanon, for example. In this respect, the countries analysed represent a snapshot of a group of countries ranging from prosperous to very poor, i.e. countries with variegated preconditions, that affect the life opportunities of young people in different ways.


National incomes, represented as numerical averages, indicate trends, but often conceal serious differences within countries. In the region they have converged compared to the previous study (Gertel/Hexel 2018), but remain unequal: Libyans earn more than four times the per capita income of the Sudanese and around ten times the average income of the Yemenis. In demographic terms, Egypt is the largest country with over 113 million inhabitants and Palestine the smallest with five million. Jordan, like Lebanon, is highly urbanised, while rural areas are particularly pronounced in Sudan and Yemen, where agriculture plays an important role. The countries of the MENA region are also dependent to varying degrees on migrant worker remittances, tourism revenues and foreign investment. In recent years, however, the economic situation has deteriorated throughout the region and youth unemployment is high. War, armed conflicts and terrorist attacks also mark the everyday lives of many people. Yemen faces a multi-front war, dramatic hunger crises and the spread of disease. In Syria, hundreds of thousands have been killed in the hostilities and millions of people have fled their homes. Syrian refugees live as internally displaced persons in their own country or in neighbouring countries such as Jordan, Turkey or Lebanon. This fits into the larger picture: the region accounts for about 6 percent of the world’s population, but in 2018 it was home to about 45 percent of all internally displaced persons and 58 percent of the world’s refugees. Syrian refugees in Lebanon were therefore interviewed as the twelfth reference group of the study, who, as an extremely vulnerable group, represent a further section of everyday reality in the MENA region. While the conflicts in Libya have calmed down somewhat, the situation in Sudan escalated militarily in the spring of 2023. In Palestine, where the everyday situation is shaped by the Israeli occupation, the spiral of violence dramatically intensified from October 2023, triggered by attacks from the Gaza Strip. In many other countries, the security situation is tense.


The twelve countries are briefly presented below in alphabetical order. They all look back on long, chequered histories and, in addition to a number of similarities, also display major differences in terms of natural resources, demographic composition, economy and political systems.


Algeria (ALG)


Algeria is the largest country in Africa and, with 46 million inhabitants, is one of the most populous in this study. In addition to Algerian Arabic, the mother tongue of about 30 percent of the population is a Berber language. Through an eight-year war with the colonial power France, which had been in Algeria since 1830 and had brought around a million French settlers into the country, Algeria gained its political independence in 1962. After a period of Arab socialism, towards the end of the 1980s, Islamist movements gained strength in Algeria, initially at regional level and later in the 1991 parliamentary elections. The government’s contestation of the election results ultimately led to a civil war that lasted until 2002, leaving between 60,000 and 200,000 people dead and affecting many hundreds of thousands more. With the 1996 constitution, a semi-presidential system of government came into force. Algeria is one of the few countries in the region where the upheavals of 2010/2011 were barely felt initially. In 2014, President Abd al-Aziz Bouteflika, who was in poor health, was re-elected. However, when he announced his candidacy for a fifth term in 2019, a widespread peaceful resistance movement – the hirak (Arabic for ‘movement’) – formed in society. The protests led to a presidential election, which was won by a representative of the old regime, Abdelmadjid Tebboune. Due to the corona pandemic, the concerns of the hirak were pushed out of the public sphere.


Algeria’s economy is heavily dependent on revenues from the sale of oil and gas, which account for 98 percent of total exports. The country is the fourth largest oil producer in Africa and the sixth largest natural gas producer in the world. Around 90 percent of its crude oil and 69 percent of its gas is exported to Western Europe and the US. In July 2022, the state-owned oil company Sonatrach signed a new agreement with three international companies on joint gas extraction in the east of the country. The Chinese state is also present in Algeria, especially in the construction sector where it uses a predominantly Chinese labour force (around 50,000) for billion-dollar projects. Income inequality is rather high in Algeria. In 2022, the richest 1 percent of the population earned 10 percent of total income, while the entire bottom half of the population received 19 percent of total income. In 2021, the year of the survey, 1.8 million people were officially classed as poor.


Egypt (EGY)


With 113 million people, Egypt is the most populous country in the region, yet only has very limited agricultural areas (around 4 percent of the country’s surface area); these are located along the Nile and in its delta, where the highest population concentration can be found, with around twenty-two million people living in Greater Cairo alone. Historically, Great Britain occupied the country in 1882, turning it into a protectorate in 1914. In 1922, Egypt became a largely autonomous kingdom, regaining its sovereignty in 1936. In 1952, the ‘Free Officers’ overthrew King Farouk. For a long time, Gamal Abdel Nasser determined the fate of the young republic. His socialist regime maintained close ties with the Soviet Union and nationalised the Suez Canal Company in 1956, leading to the Suez Crisis. After Nasser’s death in 1970, Anwar as-Sadat became president, leading the Yom Kippur War against Israel in 1973. He began to dismantle the socialist welfare-based development model and establish a more liberal, open-door economic policy for markets. In 1977, Sadat engaged in peace talks with Israel, which led to a peace treaty and the withdrawal of Israeli troops from the Sinai in 1979. He was assassinated in 1981. From the mid-1980s onwards, his successor Hosni Mubarak was forced to agree to structural adjustment programmes in order to continue to receive loans despite high foreign debt. This led to further market liberalisation, the reduction of subsidies, including for food, and the privatisation of state-owned enterprises. The fluctuating income from tourism, migrant worker remittances, and energy and agricultural exports was not able to cushion the impacts of these developments. Since then, social polarisation has intensified.


In the course of the Arab Spring, a wave of mass protests, particularly in Tahrir Square in Cairo, forced Mubarak’s authoritarian regime to resign in the spring of 2011. Egyptians hoped that the change would lead to greater freedoms, political and economic participation and more balanced social justice. The Muslim Brotherhood won the subsequent elections and Mohammed Morsi became president, a post he held until 2013 when he was deposed by the military, which has long exerted a strong influence on the country’s economy. Subsequently, Abd al-Fattah al-Sisi took power and became president in 2014. Under his rule, Egypt continues to experience political oppression. Income inequalities are very pronounced. The richest 1 percent of the population accounted for 20 percent of total income in 2022, the richest 10 percent of society accounted for 50 percent, while the entire bottom half of the population earned just under 15 percent of total income. In 2019, 30 percent of the population were officially considered poor.


Iraq (IRQ)


Iraq is one of the most resource-rich countries in the world and has been able to generate prosperity and internationally sought-after jobs at times. As an oil-exporting country, it has been a prominent destination for Arab labour migration. Today’s Iraq is home to various ethnic and religious minorities and was created in 1920 as a British mandate territory by the League of Nations. The Kingdom of Iraq existed from 1921 to 1958, when the king was overthrown in a military coup, leading to the establishment of the Republic of Iraq and the rise of the socialist Ba’ath Party. From 1979 to 2003, Saddam Hussein ruled the country. He waged wars against neighbouring Iran (1980 to 1988) and Kuwait (1990 to 1991). The controversial ‘Food for Oil’ programme was negotiated after the Iraqi invasion of Kuwait and the US-led Second Gulf War (i.e. the expulsion of the Iraqi army from newly occupied territories) and ran between 1996 and 2003. Under it, up to 60 percent of the population affected by sanctions and malnutrition were supplied with food, while at the same time more than 53 billion US dollars were collected from the oil sold, the offsetting of which also included other benefits, including reparations. In the aftermath of the attacks of September 11, 2001, a multinational alliance led by the United States toppled the regime of Saddam Hussein in 2003, albeit without a UN mandate.


The subsequent US-led occupation of Iraq (2003 to 2011) was marked by armed conflicts with thousands of terrorist attacks and acts of war, both between various Iraqi groups and against the Western occupying forces. In December 2013, the war between Iraq and ISIS (Islamic State in Iraq and Syria) began, with the latter conquering parts of the country’s territory; it was not until the end of 2017 that the conflict ended and full control of the country was regained. That is not to say, however, that the political, social and economic challenges have been overcome. In October 2019, the largest mass protests in recent Iraqi history erupted in Baghdad, directed against corruption, unemployment, poor governance and external influences in the country. Income inequality is very pronounced in Iraq, the richest 1 percent of the population earning 21 percent of the total national income in 2022, while the entire bottom half of the population earned less than 13 percent of the total income. The UN World Food Programme classifies 32 percent of the country’s population as poor.


Jordan (JOR)


Jordan is a resource-poor country with a food deficit, limited agricultural land, no oil reserves, a scarce water supply and a predominantly urban population. With the end of the British mandate in 1946, the Hashemite Kingdom of Transjordan was established. According to the 1952 constitution, Jordan is a constitutional monarchy. Traditionally, Jordan has enjoyed special economic ties with the UK and later with the US and the Arab Gulf states. After Jordan was defeated in the Six-Day War in 1967, numerous clashes took place between Palestinian groups and Jordanian security forces, culminating in the September 1970 events. At the time, the hijacking of five passenger planes by a Marxist splinter group of the PLO (Palestine Liberation Organisation) affronted the royal family so much that they initiated far-reaching military measures. The fighting ended in 1971 with the expulsion of the Palestinian organisations from Jordan, leading the PLO to relocate its bases to Lebanon.


Since 2011, Jordan has undergone a slight political opening. Due to destabilisation, particularly in its immediate neighbours Syria and Iraq, however, the country has recently tightened its security measures and restricted civil liberties. Jordan faces high unemployment and is home to the second-highest proportion of refugees per capita in the world. In July 2021, over 750,000 refugees were registered, most of them from Syria. Around 83 percent of refugees live in cities, while 17 percent are housed in large refugee camps, such as Zaatari and al-Azraq. Income inequality in society is very high. In 2022, the richest 1 percent of the population earned 18 percent of the total national income, the top 10 percent accounted for as much as 50 percent, while the entire lower half of the population earned 14 percent of the total income. Currently, 35 percent of the population are considered poor.


Lebanon (LBN)


Lebanon is a small but religiously fragmented country with a population of around five million, which has experienced a major slump in prosperity in recent years. Its current borders were created in 1920 under the French mandate, and Lebanon gained official independence in 1943. During the phase of state consolidation, it achieved economic stability and was considered the ‘Switzerland of the Orient’. Lebanon has a parliamentary democracy; its political system is characterised by proportional representation along confessional lines, and shaped by the influence of different religious groups. In 1975, the Lebanese civil war began with clashes between Christian, Palestinian and Muslim militias; it was settled in 1990 with the Taif Agreement. Syrian troops first invaded Lebanon in 1976 and withdrew after the Cedar Revolution in 2005. Israel intervened in southern Lebanon in 1978, finally occupied it in 1982 and forced the PLO to leave Lebanon. In 2000, Israel withdrew. However, in 2006, Israel waged a war against Hezbollah in Lebanon. Since the end of the fighting, the south of the country has been under the control of an international peacekeeping force (United Nations Interim Force in Lebanon, UNIFIL) and the Lebanese army.


From 2019 on, the economic crisis and growing corruption exacerbated the political situation, leading to growing popular discontent and nationwide protests. The drastic devaluation of the currency, raging forest fires and proposed tax increases were all instrumental in this. The government led by Saad Hariri resigned. Following a devastating explosion in the Port of Beirut in August 2020, the successor government was also forced to resign. Since then, Lebanon stands as a failed state in the throes of severe economic, political and social crisis. Lebanon is currently the country with the highest number of refugees per capita, accounting for 25 percent of the total population. About 1.3 million Syrian refugees alone are facing severe or moderate food insecurity, while around 3.4 million people in Lebanon were in need of humanitarian aid in 2022. Income inequality in society is very high – the richest 1 percent of the population earn 21 percent of total income, while the top 10 percent account for as much as 56 percent, compared to the entire bottom half of the population with just 10 percent of total national income. More than half of the country’s population currently lives at or below the poverty line while unemployment continues to rise.


Libya (LBY)


Libya, which consists mostly of desert, is one of the less populous countries in the region, with just seven million inhabitants. However, due to its fossil energy reserves, it is considered potentially rich economically. Libya, like Algeria, benefits from its locational advantage: its crude oil does not have to be transported through the Suez Canal on its way to Europe. Libya’s current borders were created in 1934, when three former Ottoman provinces were united to form the colony of Italian Libya after the Second Italo-Senussi War. In 1951, the Kingdom of Libya declared its independence. In 1969, the king was overthrown and Muammar al-Gaddafi established the Libyan Arab Republic. Gaddafi himself was overthrown and assassinated during the 2011 uprisings. As part of the democratisation efforts, the first free elections in Libya’s history were held in 2012. From the parliamentary elections in 2014 until the signing of the ceasefire agreement in 2020, civil war raged and the country broke up into a western part (elected government) and an eastern part (Khalifa Haftar). In 2021, the government of national unity was formed and free elections were promised, although the new, internationally recognised government has not yet succeeded in gaining the necessary parliamentary approval for this. The country remains divided and the state continues to face major challenges.


Numerous foreign actors from the US, Russia, Europe and Turkey as well as Islamist militias and Syrian mercenaries are pursuing their own interests on the ground. Libya is currently considered one of the main departure points for refugees fleeing across the Mediterranean, especially those from sub-Saharan Africa. At the same time, however, it is seen as one of the most problematic areas for refugee human rights violations. The armed conflicts in Libya have led to civilian casualties, mass displacement and the destruction of critical infrastructure. This, together with the effects of the coronavirus pandemic, has put further strain on vulnerable people in Libya. Overall, however, the financial assistance provided by the international community roughly halved from 2021 to 2022. With some 80 percent of the working population employed by the state or in public institutions, some degree of socio-economic stability is ensured; the unemployment rate, however, remains high at over 50 percent. Libya therefore continues to struggle with food insecurity, malnutrition, multidimensional poverty, low agricultural production and climate change. Income inequality in society is pronounced, although rather moderate by regional standards. The richest 1 percent of the population earns 14 percent of the total national income, while the bottom half accounts for 16 percent of the total income.


Morocco (MAR)


With a population of 38 million, Morocco is one of the medium-sized countries in the MENA region. The native language of around half of the population is one of the Berber languages. Morocco has century-old ties with Europe. In the twentieth century, Morocco temporarily was under French and Spanish protectorates. It has been politically independent since 1956 and is, according to the 1992 constitution, a constitutional monarchy whose head of state has been King Mohammed VI since 1999. He is not only the secular but also the spiritual leader of the Moroccan population and commander-in-chief of the armed forces. Since the constitutional reform of 1996, Morocco has had a bicameral parliamentary system comprising the National Assembly and the Senate. Laws passed by parliament require the approval of the monarch. In April 2004, Mohammed VI set up an independent Equity and Reconciliation Commission to investigate human rights violations from the reign of his father, King Hassan II.


Economically, Morocco relies on agriculture, tourism, remittances from migrant workers, phosphate mining and fishing as well as the export of textiles. Among the biggest problems are the spatial disparities and the persistently low literacy rate, especially among women. In early 2011, the uprisings sparked protests in several cities where demonstrators called for a democratic constitution. The head of state responded with further constitutional reforms. The powers of the government, parliament and judiciary were expanded, but the monarch remains the commander-in-chief and head of important committees, i.e. the central figure in the political system. Income inequality in society is high. In 2022, the richest 1 percent of the population earned 15 percent of total national income and the top 10 percent accounted for as much as 49 percent, while the entire bottom half of the population earned as little as 14 percent of the total income. One-fifth of Moroccans currently live below the poverty line. This particularly applies to people in peripheral rural areas.


Palestine (PAL)


Palestine is spatially divided into the West Bank and the Gaza Strip and, with a population of five million, has about the same population size as Lebanon, but in a smaller territory. After the First World War, Palestine was assigned to the British mandate of the League of Nations. With the founding of the State of Israel in 1948 and the ensuing war, most of the historical territory of Palestine fell under Israeli control, resulting in the flight and expulsion of 700,000 Arab Palestinians from and within the former mandate territory. Jordan annexed the West Bank, and Egypt secured control of the Gaza Strip. The peace negotiations between Israel and the PLO since the early 1990s raised hopes for a peaceful solution to the conflict. However, more than three decades after the start of the Oslo peace process, the Israeli occupation continues to dominate the situation in Palestine. In view of the continued construction of Israeli settlements in the West Bank, which is increasingly fragmenting the Palestinian Territories, and the ongoing conflict between Fatah and Hamas as well as the territorial separation of the West Bank and Gaza, a two-state solution seems increasingly unrealistic.


The Palestinian leadership is still committed to the goal of establishing an independent, viable Palestinian state and seeks to involve the international community to a greater extent. The cancelled elections in 2021 and the subsequent renewed escalation of violence have plunged the leadership of the Palestinian Authority into a serious crisis of legitimacy. Young people often find themselves caught in a dilemma between a moral obligation to resist occupation and the desire to build personal prospects for the future.


The ongoing security, political and economic unrest in the West Bank and the fifteen-year-long sea, land and air blockade of the Gaza Strip have led to economic stagnation, land loss, and limited trade and access to resources, as well as high unemployment and poverty. The purchasing power of the Palestinian population has fallen considerably since the war in Ukraine in the face of the global food crisis. With the brutal attack by Hamas on southern Israel in October 2023 and the subsequent Israeli military operations, the situation took a dramatic turn for the worse and resulted in horrific acts of violence, unseen levels of destruction, and tens of thousands of casualties. Almost one-third of the population had already been already affected by food insecurity before the current escalation. Society is marked by clear income inequality. In 2022, the richest 1 percent of the population earned 18 percent of the total national income and the top 1 percent accounted for as much as 51 percent, while the entire bottom half of the population earned as little as 12 percent of the total income. A total of 59 percent of the population of the Gaza Strip is considered poor.


Sudan (SDN)


With a population of just under 50 million, Sudan is the second largest country in this study by area. Its history has been marked by multiple crises: wars, droughts, famine and displacement have taken place again and again. Migration and displacement have caused territorial fragmentation and shifts in the complex ethnic and sectarian social structure. Pivotal for this predominantly rural and agricultural country is the River Nile, as well as summer rainfall in the south of the country. Since 1956, Sudan has been politically independent of the British-Egyptian condominium government. Nevertheless, agricultural exports, especially cotton, continued to play a key role in the country’s economy. After many years of civil war (1955–1972) and a brief phase of democratic rule in the 1980s, Omar al-Bashir came to power in 1989 through a military coup and went on to lead an authoritarian, repressive regime backed by the military and Islamist hardliners. The civil war, which broke out in 1983, lasted for 21 years until 2005. In the meantime, the commodity-based extraction economy was further expanded with the search for gold and the extraction of crude oil. Changing interests from the USA and China played a central role in this. The territorial fragmentation that was already established in the colonial era manifested itself in the referendum of 2011: since then, South Sudan has been politically independent.


In April 2019, after thirty years in office, al-Bashir was deposed and put on trial. The military leadership and civilian opposition, led to a large extent by the younger generation, agreed on a transitional government that would democratise the country within five years, a process that barely happened. On 15 April 2023, fighting broke out between the Sudanese armed forces and the Rapid Support Forces. The armed conflict has been escalating ever since. The Sudanese have one of the lowest gross national products (GNP) in the world at around 3,400 euros per capita per year. Income inequality is very pronounced in Sudanese society. In 2022, the richest one percent of the population earned 15 percent of the total income and the top 10 percent earned 45 percent, while the entire bottom half of the population accounted for 16 percent of the total national income. Given the current situation, over 42 percent of the Sudanese population – more than twenty million people – are suffering from hunger. This is the highest figure ever recorded in Sudan.


Syria/Syrian refugees in Lebanon (SYR*)


At the end of the First World War, Syria, which had previously been under Ottoman rule, came under French mandate, and the country’s borders were defined without Syrian involvement. After Syria gained political independence in 1946, numerous military coups determined political events until a wing of the nationalist Ba’ath Party became dominant in the 1960s. From 1970, Syria was under the authoritarian rule of party leader and Alawite air force general Hafiz al-Assad, who served as president until his death in 2000. He was succeeded by his son Bashar. In March 2011, as a result of the social and political upheavals in the region, people in Syria began to take to the streets calling for freedom and democracy. From the outset, the Syrian regime met the demonstrators with brutal armed force and mass arrests. From autumn 2011, what had for months been a peaceful uprising turned into an increasingly militarised struggle against the power structure of President Bashar al-Assad. The spiral of violence in Syria, in the course of which Russia expanded its influence, not only resulted in death and destruction, but also provided new opportunities for radical Islamist groups to grow and threatened to divide Syria’s heterogeneous society along sectarian lines.


Since then, many Syrians have been forced to flee their homeland, which has pushed the neighbouring countries of Jordan, Turkey and Lebanon in particular to the limits of their reception capacities. Lebanon, for example, the host country that is the focus of this study, is home to about 1.5 million refugees from Syria, which corresponds to a quarter of Lebanon’s population. All host countries are under increased financial pressure, especially in light of the devastating effects of the Covid-19 pandemic. The situation is particularly problematic in Lebanon, however, where more than 90 percent of Syrians live in extreme poverty, as do a growing number of people in the host communities. Children are dropping out of school to work and underage marriages are on the rise, especially in the poorest families. Ten years after the start of the refugee movements from Syria, many Syrians have left Lebanon to emigrate to other countries. In addition to those who have found a livelihood in Lebanon, it is primarily the poorest and most disadvantaged segments of Syrian refugees who have remained.


Tunisia (TUN)


In the winter of 2010/11, the Tunisian people initiated the ‘Arab Spring’ that would then lead to political upheaval in many other countries. Tunisia is the northernmost country in Africa and is only around 140 kilometres away from Sicily and Lampedusa. With a population of twelve million, Tunisia is one of the smaller countries in the region. It was incorporated into the French colonial empire in 1881 as a protectorate. After the First World War, a national protest movement emerged, which became radicalised in the 1930s. Under the leadership of Habib Bourguiba, Tunisia gained political independence in 1956. Under his presidency (1959–1987) and that of his successor Zine el-Abidine Ben Ali (1987–2011), the country was under the strict authoritarian rule of the Neo Destour/RCD unity party.


For years, Tunisia – being the driving force behind social and political upheaval in the region – was seen in the West as the greatest democratic hope in the region. But massive economic problems, European disinterest and empty political promises in the face of rapid changes of government have disappointed the hopes of many and have now produced a xenophobic government, while the possibility of social justice has receded into the distant future. Unemployment, especially among young people, is high and large regions of the country are economically marginalised. Young adults are disillusioned and no longer see much of a future in Tunisia. Income inequality in society is pronounced, even if it is comparatively moderate in a regional comparison. In 2022, the richest 1 percent of the population earned 11 percent of the total national income, the top 10 percent earned 41 percent, while the entire poorer half of the population accounted for 17 percent of the total income. About 21 percent of Tunisians live below the poverty line.
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NOTE Al figures are given in percent (with the exception of ‘Age’, where average age is given,
and ‘Security’ — see below). ‘Youth” (self-designation) refers to the question as to whether
the interviewee sees themselves more as a young person or an adult. Education: for
better comparability of the different national education systems, only the oldest group
(26-30 years) is considered here. ‘Low’ includes those who are illiterate, those who can
read and write and anyone who has completed primary school; ‘Middle" refers to those
with an intermediate /secondary school leaving certificate; High' covers all those with at
least the equivalent of a baccalaureate or A-levels, including those with a university degree.
The information on “Security’ refers to the following question: If you consider all the different
elements of your personal situation today (schoolfjob, family, economic situation,
political transformations, future developments, etc.) - all in all, do you feel more secure or
insecure? Please rate your situation on a scale from 1 = ‘Not at all secure’ to 10 = ‘Totally
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SOURCES  Arab Human Development Report (UNDP 2016; 2022); UNDP HDR (21-22) Statistical Annex
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NOTE All numbers have been rounded. The table shows the countries that were part of the FES
MENA Youth Studies 2016/2017 and 2021/2022; Syria has also been included to depict the
situation prior to the armed conflicts in 2011 as well as to serve as a reference for refugees in
Lebanon. The HDI rank indicates the ranking of the countries as per the Human Development
Index (for Algeria, Libya, Iraq and Sudan, the reference year is 2014). This ranking is based on
three indicators: life expectancy, education and income. GDP = gross domestic product (per
capita in US$, calculated on the basis of purchasing power parity). The literacy rate is shown as
a share of the total population aged 15 years and above (2015). Youth unemployment refers
to the 15-24 year age group (2019). Itis important to note here that unemployment is difficult
to measure. Among other things, this is due to frequently changing positions, fluctuating
work periods, and volatile eamings in the informal sector, making it hard to draw a
distinction between work and non-work as well as between paid work within and outside
the formal <ector






