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Abstract

This text introduces the special issue that examines the opinions and political behaviour of young
people in the three Maghreb countries - Algeria, Tunisia and Morocco - over the last ten years,
after the so-called "Arab Spring". The assumption is that, although young North Africans do not
form a homogeneous category and may even defend antagonistic outlooks on society, there are
underlying trends that structure this emerging generation. The contributions of this special issue
are articulated around three main topics: the construction and the representations of Youth as a
social and political category; the political attitudes of young people and their perception of their
respective societies in general and of political actors in particular; and finally, on the conflict
between, on the one hand, the recognition of their rights and spaces for civic participation and, on
the other, their electoral disaffection as reflected by opinion surveys and official data. In other
words, this special issue discusses the complexity of the rise of a new generation through their
narratives and their practices.

Key words: youth/ Maghreb/ elections/ mobilizations/ attitudes/ social change.
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Resumen

En este texto se presenta el nUmero monografico que se centra en el analisis de las opiniones y
comportamientos politicos de los jévenes de los tres paises del Magreb - Argelia, Tunez vy
Marruecos — en los diez ultimos afos, esto es, dentro del contexto marcado por la contestaciéon
conocida como “Primavera drabe”. Las distintas contribuciones parten de la premisa segun la cual,
si bien los jovenes norteafricanos no forman una categoria homogénea, y pueden incluso defender
visiones normativas antagdnicas de la sociedad, lo cierto es que se pueden identificar grandes
tendencias que marcan esta generacién en formacién. Los grandes ejes que vertebran las distintas
contribuciones de este nimero monografico son los siguientes: la construccidn y representaciones
de la juventud como categoria social y politica; las actitudes politicas de los jévenes y la
percepcion que tienen de sus respectivas sociedades en general y de los actores politicos en
particular ; y por ultimo, el contraste entre de una parte, el reconocimiento de derechos y espacios
para la participacion civica de los jovenes y, de otra, la desafeccién electoral que evidencian las
encuestas de opinién y los datos oficiales. En suma, se trata de reflexionar sobre la compleja
emergencia de una nueva generacion a través de sus discursos y practicas.

Palabras clave: jovenes/ Magreb/ elecciones/ movilizaciones/ actitudes/ cambio social.

Introduction

This dossier addresses some aspects of the social, professional, and political condition of young
people in three North African countries—Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia—in the years after the
‘Arab Spring’, thus complementing a previous dossier on the prominence of young people in
protest movements (Desrues, 2015). In the contributions gathered in this issue, the analysis
focuses on the behaviour and opinions of young people in these countries with respect to their
social, associative, and political participation after the protests of 2011. It also includes related
topics such as how young people view the different systems of government and their civil and
political rights. These are crucial questions for understanding the serious crisis of representation
and political and social mediation that the three political regimes of the region are going through,
despite the constitutional reforms, institutional adjustments, and electoral processes that have
taken place over the last few years. In other words, the different articles attempt to provide some
understanding of the social, professional, and political condition of young people in the different
political systems. In Morocco, an executive monarchy governs via a series of subordinate
democratic bodies in which different political parties participate with the mission of mediating and
executing royal directives (Desrues, 2018a). In Algeria, there has been, to date, a presidential and
praetorian republic in which corporatist organisations accompany and mediate the different
sectors of society (Thieux, 2018; Serres, 2019). Finally, in Tunisia, a process of democratic
consolidation is underway, under a presidential republic in which political and social pluralism is
reflected in the multiparty system (Chouikha and Gobe, 2015) and in the rise of the network of
associations (Desrues, 2019).

In this introductory article, we will first analyse the discourse that circulates around young
Maghrebis, which oscillates between their recognition as agents and drivers of development and
modernisation, and their rejection as a social and political problem that creates concern and
threatens the stability of the different regimes. Second, we present the place that young people
occupy in the public policies of the different governments and the recent interest in the
development of policies directed towards young people. Third, we analyse how the social
condition of young people has evolved, as well as the tensions that emerge during the transition
towards adulthood and the consequent social recognition. In this regard, the existing political
rights in each country reflect, in some way, the normative and institutional recognition that young
people are granted, while their limited participation in formal and institutional politics (political
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parties, elections) is an indication of how they evaluate such social recognition in general, and the
public authorities in particular. Finally, throughout this introduction we will discuss and
complement the various contributions that are presented in the dossier.

During the last eight years, young people in the Maghreb have become a specific object of
research in the social sciences. This recent development has often been driven by national,
supranational, and international organisations, both public and private, that co-operate with the
countries of the region and prompt, advise, and fund some of the actions aimed at this age group.
When viewed together, this important and at the same time disparate work leaves a clear
impression: that the definition of young people, that is, their delimitation as an age group, is based
primarily on them being seen as a public problem.

This dossier seeks to contribute to the existing debates on this question and the elements that
legitimate this type of approach. To do so, it presents some of the results of the research projects
that have been promoted by the IESA-CSIC (Instituto de Estudios Sociales Avanzados del Consejo
Superior de Investigaciones Cientificas; Institute for Advanced Social Studies of the Spanish
National Research Council) with funding from the Spanish government, as well as the contribution
of other colleagues that have joined the discussion through different workshopsl.

From development policies to the need to create policies for young people

When the three countries became independent between 1956 and 1962, their respective
population pyramids showed that they were predominantly ‘young’ countries. Over the years, the
policies targeting young people in Tunisia, Morocco, and Algeria have focused fundamentally on
education, employability, sports, and outdoor activities, culture, and family (Duchac and Camilieri,
1974; Melitti et al., 2008; Benghabrit Remaoun and Elaidi, 2012; Bennani-Chraibi and Farag, 2007).
These policies were framed within the predominant developmental ideology of that period, in
which the state aspired to consolidate its hegemony through the regulation of most areas of
society.

In this regard, Algeria was paradigmatic. After Houari Boumedien’s coup d’état in 1965, the UNJA
(National Union of the Youth of Algeria) was created, which joined the Youth of the National
Liberation Front to represent monopolistically the young people of the new independent state,
while the student movement close to the opposition Communist party, the National Union of
Algerian Students (UNEA), was dissolved in 1971. Similarly, and following the logic of the Algerian

! This dossier presents some results of two research projects that have received financial support respectively from
the Ministry of Economy and Competitiveness of Spain for the activities of the project "Public problems and activism
in the Maghreb. The social and political participation of young people, in addition to the local and transnational
dimensions "[grant number CS02014-52998-C3-2-P], and by the Ministry of Science, innovation and universities, the
Spanish National Research Agency and the European Regional Development Fund (ERDF) for the project "Crisis and
Political Representation in North Africa: Institutional arrangements and challenges" [Grant number CS02017-84949-
C3-2-P].Among the different workshops organised by the Institute for Advanced Social Studies of the Spanish National
Research Council (IESA-CSIC), we should highlight the one organised in Rabat in 2017, which involved the collaboration
of the Centre Jacques Berque pour les Etudes en Sciences Humaines et Sociales.
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case, the mass political movements in Tunisia and Morocco have focused on the recruitment and
indoctrination of children and adolescents through partisan organisations and civil society
organisations, such as the scouts, while fighting some of the student organisations with greater
social support when they have disagreed with official policy. We refer to the case of the General
Union of Tunisian Students (UGET) and the National Union of Moroccan Students (UNEM), both
opposed to the regimes of Bourguiba (1956-1987) and Hassan Il (1962-1999), respectively, and
that were dominated by revolutionary tendencies inspired by third-worldist or pan-Arabist
movements (El Ayadi, 1999).

Between the 1980s and 1990s, student organisations were generally weakened, while the focus on
separation and segmentation of youth policies led by the public authorities persisted. However,
the failure regarding the socio-professional insertion of young people, in particular young
graduates, began to concern the Maghrebi leaders. In this regard, the early school leaving of
working-class and rural youth, especially girls, and the possible risk behaviours that arise from a
lack of things to do, rising graduate unemployment, and emigration to the big cities and abroad
became the main concerns for these regimes. At the same time, a new kind of political protest
emerged, marked by the rise of Islamism, after the repression of the left-wing movements during
the 1960s and 1970s. As a result, there emerged some studies that analysed social change and
young people’s values (Zghal, 1984) and, in particular, the increase of religiosity of this age group
(Bourquia et al., 1995; Bourquia et al., 2000; Merzouk, 1997) and their participation in new areas
of socialisation, as represented by associations (Bennani-Chraibi, 1994)2. There is thus a
proliferation of discourses about young people, especially in official circles.

In Tunisia, for example, the declaration on 7 November 1987, which inaugurated the coming to
power of Zine El Abidine Ben Ali (1987-2011), already mentioned young people as a priority. Some
measures, like the creation of a High Council for Youth, were taken, although the priority
remained schooling during the ‘first cycle’ (12 to 14 years) of secondary school and the
segmentation of the public policies that targeted young people among the various ministries.
Finally, the National Youth Observatory (ONJ) periodically carried out a national survey of young
people and organised training sessions (Mahfoud-Draoui, 2008).

In Morocco, King Hassan Il created in 1990 the National Council of Youth and the Future (CNJA)
with the aim of proposing solutions to the problem of the professional integration of young
people. Nevertheless, the activities of the CNJA were focused on conducting surveys and reports
that were to have no impact on the conditions of young people. Later, in 2001, the Moroccan
Ministry of Youth and Sports carried out a wide-ranging national survey on young people which
was to serve as the basis for the development of a New National Youth Policy (NPNJ). However, its
greatest achievement was the setting up of the ‘holidays for all’ programme aimed at youth
associations. In 2003, after the terrorist attacks in Casablanca, perpetrated by a group of young
people from the Sidi Moumen district, a renewed interest in the youth issue arose, but without
much result, despite the apparent desire to promote youth centres and the network of
associations through the launch in 2005 of the National Initiative for Human Development (INDH)
(Berriane, 2013). Furthermore, the national youth policy was never completed due to the turnover
of ministers, who re-examined and modified it every time they were appointed. In Morocco, like in
Tunisia, graduate unemployment became a structural problem, producing demonstrations against
growing job insecurity and a lack of prospects (Badimon Emperador, 2007). One of the demands

2 Apart from the above-mentioned studies, there are other studies of a sociology of Maghrebi youth as a driver and
agent of social change subjected to great difficulties in terms of integration and social and professional promotion
emerged during the first 10 years of the 21st century (Bennani-Chraibi and Farag, 2007; Zerhouni, 2009; Mahfoud-
Draoui and Melitti, 2006; Hegasy, 2007; Badimon Emperador, 2007; Desrues and Moreno Nieto, 2009; Herrera and
Bayat, 2010).
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that stood out was that of the right to access a public job, reminiscent of the utopian promise of
the days after independence, which has become the symbol of the failure of successive
governments to achieve social and professional insertion for young people.

The situation of Algerian youth is not so different from that of its neighbours, although it was
marked mainly by the successive waves of violence that affected the country. The repression of
the October 1988 riots (Le Saout and Rollinde, 1999; Djebaili, 1996), the war between security
forces and armed Islamist militias during the 1990s (Martinez, 1998), and the Black Spring of
Kabylie in 2001 (Tilmatine and Desrues, 2017) especially targeted young Algerians. Probably as a
consequence of the indiscriminate violence meted out during these years, youth policies in
Algeria, as in Tunisia and Morocco, focused on less political issues, such as education, professional
training, employment, sport, and leisure activities. And like in its neighbouring countries, the
apparent political will towards young people fell, again and again, on deaf ears. This was reflected
in the national youth conference, organised in 2007, which assembled the Algerian Presidency and
the regional governors and concluded with a series of good intentions in line with the demands of
the supranational organisations, but which failed to implement any specific policy (Benghabrit
Remaoun and Elaidi, 2012).

However, it is necessary to look beyond the national policies and to pay attention to the
international dimension of the policies and discourses regarding young people. The external
dimension is crucial for states like Tunisia and Morocco, which tend to externalise the advising and
financing of part of their public policies, depending on their level of foreign debt and dependence.
We should also mention the introduction of young people’s rights on the agenda of the various
organisations of the United Nations (UN) since 1989 and the initiatives that emerged out of the
Barcelona Process for the establishment of an area of peace and prosperity in the Mediterranean,
promoted by 22 countries of the European Union and North Africa and the Middle East in 1995
(Melliti et al., 2008; Mahfoud-Draoui and Melliti, 2006). In this regard, Abla Rouag-Djenidi
(University of Constantine) presented a survey on the participation of children and adolescents,
which was conducted in 2009 and promoted by UNICEF. She highlighted that both the recognition
of citizen’s rights and the freedom of expression of Algerian adolescents are constantly limited by
the authoritarian and paternalistic culture that persists in the main institutions of socialisation,
namely the family, schools, and the public authorities. The adults consulted considered that
children and adolescents should above all be submissive and obedient towards them, rather than
seeing themselves as responsible and guarantors of their rights. The only exception to this social
and generational verticality is the relationship that adolescents have with their peers, young
people in their friendship group or milieu, which are more horizontal and freer. In Tunisia, there
are also initiatives to encourage the participatory socialisation of children and adolescents,
reflected by the creation of the ‘Children’s Parliament’ in 2002.

Although there is a certain recognition in the three countries of the Maghreb of the need to
encourage the participation of young people, it is paradoxical that this is encouraged and
promoted in authoritarian contexts, in which the political participation of adults is often limited
and repressed. In Morocco, as well as the initiatives that arose under the umbrella of the INDH
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from 2005 onwards, other cosmetic initiatives like the election of the first municipal youth council
emerged, again within the French programme of cooperation with non-governmental
organisations in 2010. Furthermore, many of the initiatives to promote the participation of young
people during the 2000s were often localised, sectorial, of limited time, and without real impact
on most young people. The main problem thus lies in the inability of the public authorities to
ensure that such initiatives are taken advantage of by the people they are supposed to reach.

However, according to the various reports carried out for the regional programme EuroMed
Youth, which emerged from the Barcelona Process and which published these reports in 2009,
none of the three countries have implemented real youth policies, because, as the report
mentioned, ‘for the governments of the Maghreb region, these policies are still primarily linked to
policies of employment, education, culture, sports, and outdoor activities.” Thus, irrespective of
the initiatives taken by the successive governments during recent decades, one can observe a
disparity between the discourse of the political leaders and their practices, reflected in the results
of the public policies implemented and their impact on young people in the three countries. It is
contradictory that these regimes fully recognise the rights of young people when they are the first
to violate them through persisting authoritarianism (Parejo Fernandez, 2010; Szmolka, 2017). Even
in the case of the young king of Morocco, Mohammed VI, who acceded to the throne at only 35
years of age in 1999 and who called for the renewal of the political class through the rejuvenation
of its members, the success has been limited. Among the most outstanding measures of the
period of change of monarch are the reform of the law related to political parties in 2006, which
encourages the incorporation of young people in the directing bodies of political parties, and the
creation of the National Institute of Youth and Democracy (INJD), also in 2006, with the aim of
promoting the socialisation of young members of political parties in the values of ‘a new
democratic culture’. Nevertheless, in the 2007 elections, only 37% of registered voters actually
cast their vote, while the participation of young people in the election was under 20%.

Having said that, a reading of the national reports of EuroMed Youth makes clear the official
positions maintained by these international organisations, which produce a legitimising discourse
on a supranational level and often show themselves to be obliging to the different governments of
the region. In this regard, the different reports highlight the governments’ interest in addressing
policies of access to housing, employment, leisure activities, health, and training, based on the
accounts of governmental sources (Floris, 2009a and b; Rarrbo, 2009). Nevertheless, although they
omit the electoral disaffection of young people, they constantly point out, as Floris (2009a)
mentions—in a premonitory way in the case of Tunisia—that ‘this youth, profoundly different
from the generation that preceded it, is marked by expectations and aspirations for change that
deserve to be recognized. To fail to do so could create the risk of having a generation of passive
and outraged consumers or instead of a generation of conscientious actors.’

This diagnosis calls into question the situation of political blindness that seems to predominate in
the discourses collected in the reports, but which we find once again in the case of Tunisia. This
wake-up call seems to have been heard by the Tunisian presidency, which took the initiative to
propose to the United Nations the proclamation of 2010 as the ‘International Year of Youth’,
under the slogan: ‘Dialogue and mutual understanding’. On 18 December 2009, the United
Nations unanimously adopted the initiative of the President of the Republic of Tunisia, Zine El
Abidine Ben Ali, born in 1936, whose vision received unanimous praise in the Tunisian media. One
year later, on 17 December 2010, a young twenty-seven-year-old street vendor, Tarek el-Tayeb
Mohamed Bouazizi, set himself on fire in the small city of Sidi Bouzid, in the centre of the country,
provoking a wave of protests that resulted in the fall of the dictator Ben Ali on 14 January 2011
and that extended to the rest of the region, earning the name, ‘Arab Spring’.
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Maghrebi youth: An understanding based on the difficulties of social and professional insertion

In general, young people leave adolescence through a variety of experiences that contribute to
increasing their autonomy with respect to obligations imposed by the family and state institutions.
These experiences, which are often discontinuous and reversible, enable young people to get to
know themselves and to develop their own identity and future perspectives, often leading to a
reluctance to make lasting commitments. The capacity, freedom, and opportunities to experiment
obviously vary in each individual depending on multiple factors: personality, aspirations, family
environment, academic results, job opportunities, social and economic condition, and place of
residence (Bourdieu, 2008). Furthermore, the condition of young people is also marked by the
difficulties people of a certain age find when it comes to making a commitment and keeping to
that commitment over the years and, in short, becoming and being perceived by those around
them as adults. Outlining these individual, contextual, and structural variables enables us to keep
in sight the capacity of individuals to become agents of their own destiny, the heterogeneity of
young people’s trajectories, and the importance of the individual’s social status. Therefore, when
we refer to young people, we are not starting from a definition rooted in biological age, but rather
from a definition that takes into account the different predominant conditions and situations
within a sector of the population that is characterised by the transitory nature of its passage from
adolescence to adulthood. Additionally, we should not forget that each society organises the life
stages of individuals according to norms, thus influencing the ways in which people are perceived,
considered, and treated as ‘young people’. This collection of norms, perceptions, and treatments
tends, in turn, to become increasingly part of the existing legislation, as a consequence of the
growing process of state rationalisation that affects and delimits the areas of people’s lives. One of
the first and main areas is that of the preestablished ages for compulsory education and the legal
working age.

For example, schooling is compulsory from an early age, from 3 to 7 years until 14 to 16 years. The
end of compulsory schooling usually, in turn, coincides with the age at which it is legal to enter the
labour market. While it is well known that in rural areas and in many disadvantaged urban areas
young people start working earlier, this age (14 or 16 years) is considered to be the time when
young people, in particular, the girls, begin to leave adolescence and transition towards
adulthood. The end of the last phase of schooling also marks the beginning of a stage in which
parental transmission loses influence due to the increasing impact of two institutions of
socialisation on individuals: that which stems from educational institutions, which results in
growing socialisation among peers, and, in recent years, that which arises from web 2.0 and social
networks. As a result, friendships and young people of the same age become increasingly
important in the socialisation of individuals in this phase of leaving adolescence (Melliti, 2015;
Hadibi, 2014). During this stage in which different types of autonomy are acquired, there usually
arise tensions that increase and accumulate depending on the degree of difficulty involved in
achieving and stabilising this autonomy. For several decades, this phase has tended to become
increasingly long due to the dual phenomena of the need for young people to undertake training
and obtain quality jobs. The reality is often job insecurity as well as the uncertainty about the futur
that arises from this situation. This combination of adverse factors ends up disturbing the
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stabilisation of young people’s emotional lives and aspirations of life with a partner and access to
housing, as well as their plans to start a family. In the last three decades, the relevance of this
combination of circumstances has meant that this sector of the population has ended up being
defined fundamentally by criteria of exclusion and precaria. (Bono, 2015; Herrera, 2017). We also
need to add two further criteria based on the perception that adults have of the attitude of young
people. On the one hand, if young people show themselves to be passive, they are called the
‘apathetic generation’, indifferent or even anaemic, or what in recent years has been known as the
NEET phenomenon (Not in Education, Employment, or Training). On the other hand, if they decide
to rebel and publicly protest their situation, they are considered—depending on their
characteristics, causes, demands, and the ways in which they demonstrate—either as drivers of
positive change or a social and national threat. Finally, and moving beyond this dualistic
perception, there is a third perspective, defended by other scholars who see the daily
appropriation of the street and public spaces by young people, be they unemployed, street
vendors, hustlers, and so forth, as an act of resistance against the disdain they feel they receive
from the various figures that embody authority in society: family, school, police, and the other
official institutions of socialisation (Bayat, 2010).

In the countries of the Maghreb, throughout the last two decades, access to primary education
has become widespread, and there has been a progressive tendency to complete this stage of
education and to start secondary school in Algeria and Tunisia— from 64,7% and 74,6% in 2000 to
99.9% and 92% in 2011 respectively—and in Morocco, although to a lesser extent, at only 38,5% in
2000 and 66.4% in 2011 (School enrollment, secondary, % gross). This has, in turn, contributed to
an increase in enrolment in higher education, that has risen from 13,6% in 2000 to 31% in 2011 in
Algeria, 19,2% to 34.6% in Tunisia and from 10% to 16,2% in Morocco (School enrollment, tertiary,
% gross)’. This generalisation of secondary education and the growing access to higher education
has, however, led to students and their families having greater expectations with regard to
employment?, to greater competition between men and women, to a massification and
deterioration of public higher education, while the number of private educational institutions has
increased, implying additional costs for families, and, finally, to a delay in letting go of student
status among young people between 18 and 24. In this way, both in the Maghreb and in the rest
of the world, the condition of young people is increasingly becoming that of a student or an
unemployed graduate.

The increase in access to secondary and higher education has also turned the educational sector
into one of the main budget items and the main governmental employer. It has also led to
education being pursued as a means of social ascension and to the current discrepancy between
young people’s demand for work and the prospects that the labour market offers. The combined
result of these three trends is the appearance of a feeling of frustration shared by educational
personnel, parents, and students, which is expressed in different ways. In the case of young

® Data source: The World Bank Data, available in
https://data.worldbank.org/indicator/SE.TER.ENRR?end=2017&locations=MA-TN-DZ&start=1971 [Accessed on 12
February 2019].

* Several surveys carried out in Algeria, Morocco, and Tunisia show that most working young people are either
unsatisfied with their job or are not working in a sector related to their training. For Algeria, see the CREAD report on
the SAHWA project. CREAD : ‘Rapport principal de I'enquéte algérienne sur la jeunesse, Centre de Recherche en
Economie Appliquée pour le Développement’, 27 March 2017, available in http://www.sahwa.eu/OUTPUTS/Other-
publications/Rapport-principal-de-I-enquete-algerienne-sur-la-jeunesse ~ [Accessed on 1 December 2018]
doi.org/10.24241/swsdr.2017. Algeria. For Morocco, see EL GHOUARI, Tilila : ‘Enquéte ReKrute.com: Les jeunes dégus
par leur premier job’, L’Economiste, 14 Septembre 2018, available in https://www.leconomiste.com/article/1033563-
enguete-rekrute-com-les-jeunes-decus-par-leur-premier-job [Accessed on 1 December 2018]. For Tunisia, see
‘Tunisie: 18% des jeunes agés entre 19 et 25 ans n'ont aucune activité éducative ou professionnelle’, Huffpost
Maghreb, 30 April 2014, https://www.huffpostmaghreb.com/2014/04/29/tunisie-jeunes-
oisifs n_5233603.html?utm_hp ref=mg-chomage-jeunes-tunisie [Accessed on 10 July 2018].
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unemployed graduates, what stands out is their capacity to form a lasting protest group that has
persisted in its demands for two decades (Badimon Emperador, 2007; Antonakis-Nashif, 2016;
Hadj-Moussa, 2017). Further, the symbolic reach of their protests, which occur more and more
frequently and are directed towards gaining work in the public sector, remind us that those
affected increasingly accuse the state of being responsible for the situation.

Available statistics indicate that, in general, adulthood begins after 24 years, although it
accelerates and peaks at around 35 years, the age at which the vast majority of Maghrebi men
have work, are looking for work, are married, or have at least one child. Therefore, and in
accordance with these findings, when we speak of young people, we are referring to the age group
of 18 to 35 years which, defined according to criteria of social, professional, and civil recognition
and status, represents close to 30% of the population of the countries of the Maghreb. Indeed,
youth is a period of transition that is more or less long and more or less discontinuous, linear, and
predictable depending on the individual and its social position. As it aims to define the tendencies
affecting most young people, this presentation has a tendency to standardize the youth and set
aside young people from wealthy and upper-middle classes, on the one hand, and workers,
employers, or employees that are satisfied with their situation, notwithstanding their social origin,
on the other.

Finally, the notion of youth is not just a compendium of a series of attitudes, opinions, and actions,
but also of different discourses, such as the common sense discourse of ordinary citizens, that of
specialists (psychologists, sociologists, educators, and so forth), and that of the legislators that
must produce norms that regulate and contribute to defining and organising the category of
‘young people’.

The limits of the institutional recognition of young people as political actors: Electoral
abstention

In any country, it can be considered that legislation translates the perception that the political
elites have of the role that society attributes to young people in different areas of life. In this
regard, the legal recognition of the right to political participation is an indicator that provides us
with an understanding of the representation that each society has of young people. We are
referring to those recognitions that grant the political rights to vote or be elected, the economic
rights to entering the labour market, the civic rights that regulate the possibility to found or join
an association or co-operative, and, finally, the civil rights that delimit affective and family
autonomy via the right to marry.

The constitutional recognition of young people as a social category: Between arbitrariness,
declarations of intent and imitation

The three constitutions written or revised since 2011 are a good indicator of the place that
Maghrebi societies reserve for their young people. Apart from the fact that, in the official calendar
of the recent Tunisian democracy, 14 January has become ‘Revolution and Youth Day’, the new
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Tunisian constitution produced by the Constituent Assembly and adopted in 2014 dedicated
article 8 to young people as a central and patriotic actor in the future of the country:

Youth are an active force in building the nation. The state seeks to provide the necessary
conditions for developing the capacities of youth and realising their potential, supports
them to assume responsibility, and strives to extend and generalise their participation in
social, economic, cultural, and political development.

In Morocco, the constitutional reform of 2011, provoked by the protests of the 20 February
Movement, and whose road map was outlined by King Mohammed VI in his speech on 9 March
2011, shows in detail the growing interest towards young people. Led by a group of experts
designated by the monarch, and after consultation with the various political forces and the
network of associations, the recent Constitution envisaged in article 33 that:

It is incumbent on the public powers to take all the appropriate measures with a view to:

- stimulate and make general the participation of youth in the social, economic, cultural and
political development of the country;

- aid the young to establish themselves in [an] active and associative life and to give
assistance to them in the difficulty of scholarly, social or professional adaptation;

- facilitate the access of the young to culture, to science, to technology, to art, to sports and
to leisure, all in creation of propitious conditions for the full deployment of their creative
and innovative potential in all these domains;

A consultative Council of Youth and of Associative Action is created to this effect.

Algeria was also unable to avoid revising its constitution and consequently making references to
young people. While it did so with some delay compared to its neighbouring countries, the
constitutional revision of 6 March 2016 is the most extensive in its references to youth. The
preamble establishes that:

The youth shall be at the heart of national commitment to overcoming the economic, social
and cultural challenges, and will remain supporting future generations, the main
beneficiary of this commitment.

And article 37 continues:

The youth are a lively force in building the homeland. The State shall ensure the provision of
all requirements needed for developing and enhancing the youth capacities.

While articles 200 and 201 stipulate that:

A Supreme Youth Council shall be established, as a consultative body under the President of
the Republic.

The Council shall consist of youth representatives, and representatives from the
government and the public institutions in charge of youth affairs.

(Art. 200)

The Supreme Youth Council shall present opinions and recommendations regarding the
issues related to youth needs and prosperity in the economic, social, and cultural and sports
fields.
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The Council shall contribute to the promotion of national values, national conscience, civil
awareness, and social solidarity within the youth circles.

(Art. 201)

The case of Algeria corroborates the phenomenon of legal imitation in the Maghreb, since it
seems to combine the contents of the constitutions of Tunisia and Morocco, an imitation that is
reflected in other legal reforms, like that of the handling of the Amazighs’ demands (Le Saout,
2017).

It should be said that the three North African countries have taken note of the relevance of the
‘youth’ category, albeit symbolically and under the pressure of historic events. The three countries
thus join others that, for several decades, have shown a concern about the participation of young
people in decision-making processes, the acquisition of a political culture, and their political and
civic participation in elections and civil society organisations.

The exercise of political rights and the voting age: From the normative framework of political
participation to electoral abstention.

With these constitutional innovations, the issue of the integration of young people as political and
socio-economic actors then arises. And this occurs in contexts in which young people have been
socialised, for the most part, under authoritarian regimes; in which the government is not
prepared to handle their participation; in which associations and community initiatives find it
difficult to flourish freely and autonomously; and in which young people often lack the material
conditions required to be able to fulfil their constitutional role.

In the Maghreb, as in other regions of the world, political participation is above all measured in
terms of electoral participation. The legal age to be able to participate in political life, that is, to be
able to vote, is 18, while the legal age for being elected to parliament is 23.

Furthermore, the quotas for young people in the form of reserved seats in the lower house of the
Moroccan parliament since 2011 establish 40 as the age limit, while the youth quotas in Tunisia,
adopted in 2014 after the regime change, and which are applied to the electoral lists, establish the
maximum age at 35. In addition, Tunisia stipulates 35 as the minimum age for standing at the
presidential elections. With regard to participation in associations, the legal age for being a
founding member of an association is 18 in Algeria and Morocco and 16 in Tunisia. We can thus
see a gap between the legal ages for voting or founding an association and those required to be a
political representative. It appears that legislators consider that the category of ‘young person’
starts between the ages of 16 and 18, while political maturity is seen to begin at 23 —the ages for
access to political representation—and to peak at between 35 and 40. In reality, these last ages as
the maximum age limits for a candidate for the quotas reserved for ‘young people’ coincide with
the age of most of the young people elected.
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In 2015, the three countries of the Maghreb had held legislative elections after the ‘Arab Spring’,
offering corroborated results with respect to the political representation of young people. In this
regard, the maximum age limits for the category of ‘young person’ reveal the contradiction that
exists between guaranteeing a minimum representation of young people in the representative
institutions and the existence of aging political elites that refuse to leave their positions. It is in the
definition of the category of a ‘young’ member of parliament that the manipulation of age,
previously highlighted by Bourdieu (2008) to illustrate the conflict between age groups, emerges
strongly. Thus, the percentage of members of parliament under 30 was 6.5% in Tunisia (2014),
1.6% in Morocco (2011), and 1.1% in Algeria (2013). However, if 35 is considered the maximum
age limit, the proportion of young members of parliament doubles in Tunisia (12.7%) and
multiplies by seven in Morocco (12%), with 46 members of parliament. It should thus be pointed
out that the political representation of young Maghrebis, as in other countries, does not occur
smoothly but comes up against the opposition of a significant part of the political class.

The political context: Different national trajectories, the same feeling of electoral disaffection

Despite gaining a number of civil rights, most young people do not participate in elections.
Throughout the last decade, the level of youth participation in elections—of those registered on
the electoral rolls—is no more than 35% in the various countries, although in reality less than 20%
of young people between 18 and 35 tend to vote. While the high rate of electoral abstention seen
in Algeria and Morocco could be explained as the result of the authoritarian nature of these
regimes, where voting does not lead to any substantive change in the distribution of political
power, the fact that this tendency also exists in Tunisia, after having initiated a democratic
transition, stands out (Honwana, 2013).

Tunisia: From the prominent revolutionary role of youth to political marginalization

Since 2011, Tunisia has been the only country that has gone through a process of democratic
transition, despite its ups and downs (Chouikha and Gobe, 2015; Allal and Geisser, 2018). In
addition, the Tunisian youth were a major actor in the fall of the previous regime, triggering fierce
clashes with the forces loyal to the Ben Ali regime since the beginning of the popular revolt on
December 2010 until his flight on 14 January 2011. They then sparked the demonstrations of
Casbah 1 and Casbah 2, forcing the resignation of Prime Minister Mohamed Ghannouchi in
February 2011.

Observers tend to highlight the high participation of young people during the electoral campaign
of the Constituent Assembly in October 2011. However, the political parties reserved little space
for young people in the electoral lists and few allowed them to occupy positions of responsibility
in the party structures. According to the data of ISIE (Tunisian Independent High Authority for
Elections), only 17% of young people between 18 and 25 years registered to vote on the electoral
register, and only half of people under 30 voted in 2011. The combination of the scant space given
by the political parties to young people at the top of the electoral lists—due to the system of
proportional representation, the high fragmentation of the vote, and the small number of seats
per constituency—and low participation meant that only 28 young MPs under 30 years were
elected among the 217 representatives of the Constituent Assembly.5

This lack of representation of young Tunisians, proclaimed agents of political change, led to the
adoption of quotas in 2014 (Belschner, 2018). With this, in those constituencies with more than
three seats, the political parties were encouraged—through financial penalties if they failed to