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Half the population of Egypt is now under 20. The education system and the country’s 
economy offer young people hardly any opportunities for the future. And in Lebanon, 
even today, it is above all your background that determines your prospects of success. 
 
‘I just can’t fathom your generation. When I was young, loving our mother country was 
like a religion.’ Zaki el Dessouki, an elderly man of the Cairo establishment who has seen 
better days, does not understand his young lover. She wants to emigrate with him, 
preferably to France, but the main thing is to get away. This scene is recounted almost 
incidentally in the novel Umaret Yacoubian [The House of Yacoubian] by the writer Alaa 
Al Aswany, which sparked heated discussion in Egypt after its publication in the year 
2002. Yet it is a key scene for the portrayal of the relationship between the generations in 
Egypt – indeed, in the whole Arab world. 
 
It shows the lack of perspective for young people in their own country, the lack of 
understanding and indifference of the older generation, and it’s a tale that can be retold in 
many variations. As in, for example, the story of the 16-year-old Tahany from Imbaba, an 
impoverished part of Cairo. She dreams of living in the US. Ideally she’d like to become 
a teacher, but Tahany has no faith in her country’s education system. Or there’s the story 
of Youssef Chahine. The celebrated filmmaker has never shrunk from addressing issues 
that are sensitive for Egyptian society. Nonetheless, he is a patriot; he was never as happy 
as a young man in Hollywood as he was back home on the Nile. Chahine returned to his 
homeland. Today the 80-year-old man looks at the long queues in front of the Western 
consulates and says resignedly, ‘Everyone wants to emigrate. I used to say to my 
students, “Don’t do it.” Because I was old-fashioned and I saw the beauty of our 
homeland. Now I say to them: “Go! You have no prospects here. Egypt is far too 
corrupt.”’ 
 
In large sections of the Arab world clientelism, a rigid social structure, and an ailing 
education system make it impossible for young people to realise their dreams. Of course, 
it is easier for those who have money and power. Ayman, aged 16, from Kerdesa in 
Egypt says: ‘In ten years I’d like to be a doctor or a policeman, so that I’m in a position 
of power.’ 
 
Haitham is already a little king. His kingdom is eight square metres, over which, 
admittedly, he governs only in order to contribute to his guests’ utmost satisfaction. 
Haitham rules in order to serve, but he does so with immaculate gestures. With a sweep 
of the hand the smartly-dressed teenager offers the visitor a paper towel, or several if 
need be. He turns on the tap and – always skilfully maintaining the balance between 
reserve and importunity – operates the soap dispenser. Haitham, aged 18, is a lavatory 



attendant in a street restaurant in Cairo’s city centre. Here you can eat local food, cheap 
and simple, but flawless service in the washrooms is par for the course. Haitham is by no 
means unique in Egypt, but with his shirt, his suit trousers, black shoes and exaggerated 
politeness he seems as out of place here as Felix Krull would as a washer-up. Haitham, 
however, will wait in vain for his Madame Houpflé. He is more likely to continue 
supporting his family with his slender earnings; he might even be able to afford to pay for 
an apprenticeship before finally – since he does not have the necessary contacts – failing 
to find a job, or finding one that is badly paid. 
 
Thus Haitham takes his place amongst the army of young casual labourers in Egypt, 
which with 80 million inhabitants has the highest population of any country in Arabia. As 
is the case throughout the Middle East, the average age has dropped massively in recent 
decades. Every second Egyptian is now under 20: a wave of young people of 
marriageable age is rolling towards the land. In 2050 there will be 130 million Egyptians, 
and the population of the Arab world as a whole will have doubled, to 600 million 
people. No other region of the world has such young populations as the Middle East. No 
wonder Alexander Haridi, head of the regional office of the German Academic Exchange 
Service (DAAD) is sure that ‘youth and education will be the dominant issue in this 
region for the next ten years.’ 
 
The dramatic population growth is in strange contrast to the degree of knowledge about 
the young generation. ‘Far too little is still known about young people’s ideas, dreams 
and fears,’ says Johannes Ebert, head of the Goethe Institute in Cairo. Last year, together 
with the Berlin ‘Centre of the Modern Orient’, he invited people to a conference in the 
Egyptian capital about ‘Youth and Changing Values’. Experts from Germany and Arab 
countries discussed possible ways of sounding out the attitudes of the ‘silent majority’ in 
the Arab world. However, at the conference one thing above all became clear: the Arab 
states have no interest whatsoever in finding out what young people think. For 
questionnaires in Egypt, for example, every question has to be submitted to the Youth 
Ministry. From that to self -censorship is but a small step. Safei-Eddin Kharboush from 
the University of Cairo, who effectively presented the government’s point of view, then 
also claimed that there were plenty of studies about young people in the country – ‘if not 
too many’. 
 
It’s easy to guess the reason for such eager obedience. ‘The three classic taboo topics in 
the Arab world are sex, religion and politics,’ says DAAD representative Haridi. These 
might challenge the official socio-religious consensus on which most of these states are 
based. Since, however, politicians also suspect that young people have become severely 
estranged from the conservative religious scholars, they prefer not to know too much 
about it. After all, elections can still be won like this, too. 
 
It’s true that it is becoming increasingly difficult to ignore the fact that there has been a 
political awakening among a section of the young population. At a demonstration against 
the Iraq War in spring 2003 young Egyptians spontaneously vented their frustration 
against their own government. ‘The last time we saw something like that was the bread 
riots in 1977,’ says the political scientist Diaa Rashwan of the Al-Ahram Centre for 



Political and Strategic Studies. According to Rashwan, the fact that the ruling National 
Democratic Party has recognised the problem and has since then, with the president’s son 
Gamal Mubarak as its shining light, been striving to give itself a younger image is not 
going to help it much. He believes that with the opposition platform ‘Kifaya’ (‘Enough!’) 
and the Islamist Muslim Brotherhood the young people have more credible alternatives at 
their disposal: ‘The success of these movements among young people in particular shows 
that the established parties have nothing more to offer them.’ Last autumn the Egyptian 
state only managed to contain the success of the Muslim Brotherhood in the 
parliamentary elections through intimidation and manipulation. 
 
Political and social stagnation is prompting more and more young people to seek other 
methods of participating – especially Islamic ones. Depending on what yardstick you use, 
Egypt’s youth seem to be either strongly politicised – or very unpolitical. One student 
characterises his generation by saying that ‘most young people just want a good job; they 
have no other goal. They sit around and don’t know what to do with themselves.’ The 
sociologist Mona Abaza of the American University in Cairo takes a more differentiated 
view. She believes that both the politicisation of the middle classes and the apolitical 
attitude of large sections of the population can be explained by the increasing frustration 
of the young. ‘Young people in Egypt can no longer dream,’ says Abaza. The only dream 
they still have is to leave the country, she says; or else they turn to the Islamists. 
 

* 
 
Change of scene. In Lebanon in the spring of 2005, many young people dreamed of a 
revolution in their own country. When hundreds of thousands of Lebanese took to the 
streets after the murder of ex-premier Rafik Hariri to demonstrate against Syrian 
influence in their country, it was above all the jeunesse dorée of the capital who chanted 
‘Independence 05’ at the tops of their voices. Many young people camped on Martyrs’ 
Square in the centre of Beirut, refusing to move until the Syrians had pulled out of 
Lebanon. For a moment it looked as if Hariri’s murder had united the Lebanese, as if the 
barriers between the different denominations had suddenly been lifted, and as if young 
people were the engine of change. Many spoke euphorically of the ‘rebirth of the nation’. 
The historian Jihane Sfeir-Khayat is more sceptical. She speaks mockingly of a Gucci 
Revolution of the rich and beautiful that was only temporarily able to mask the divisions 
in Lebanese society. ‘The religious divides are very pronounced, especially in the 
younger generation. Most Christians have nothing to do with Muslims and vice versa. 
And the Palestinians are in any case completely excluded,’ she says. 
 
In May 2005 the demonstrations in Beirut took on an absurd dimension when people 
demanded the return of General Michel Aoun from exile in France and the release of the 
militia leader Samir Geagea. The majority of the demonstrators were young people who 
were still in kindergarten when the troops of the warlords Aoun and Geagea were fighting 
bloody battles in the 1980s. Most of them know nothing about this, because the history of 
the civil war is not taught in school. The Lebanese children’s book author Samah Idriss 
blames their upbringing for the fact that the young people do not on principle question 
their parents’ world or the political establishment. ‘In our culture children learn that their 



father is always right. That is the basis for the acceptance of a ‘just tyrant’ in the Arab 
world,’ he says. In his books Idriss promotes a culture of dissent, but in his country, 
compared to parental influence, books are a feeble weapon.  
 
The fact that there were Lebanese people who bore responsibility for the civil war is 
resolutely suppressed, not only by Lebanese politics but also by many adults. Now the 
Syrians have gone, and Aoun and Geagea are gambling for power again. However, the 
denominational separation that lies at the heart of the political and social system has 
remained untouched. 
 
‘I’ve never had anything to do with Muslims or Palestinians,’ says Rony Chalash, an 
apprentice car mechanic from the Christian quarter Ain er Rommane. Yet the 17-year-old 
may have more in common with Shiites from the poor suburbs and Palestinians from the 
refugee camps than with many richer Christian kids, for the divisions between rich and 
poor in Lebanon are every bit as clear-cut as the religious divides. The poor get by 
somehow, and hope that the streets in their quarters will be repaired one day and the state 
will allocate money for less privileged young people. The rich are faced with the question 
of whether to continue their studies in Europe or the US, and what they should wear to 
the next party.  
 
The desire to be able to develop one’s potential in a freer society, beyond denominational 
boundaries and social origins, remains an illusion. In the meantime the long-term 
objectives of Europe and America continue to exert their seductive appeal. Nowadays the 
most popular ways of getting closer to them are the electronic media. In air-conditioned 
internet cafés in the Lebanese capital the humming of computers is drowned out by the 
Columbian pop singer Shakira – also the daughter of a Lebanese emigrant family. Or in 
the Moroccan provinces, where the virtual connection to the rest of the world is as 
sluggish as the flies wilting in the heat: everywhere young people sit in front of 
computers, sometimes alone, often in twos or threes. They chat in English or French with 
young people in Europe or the US, and surrender to the illusion that an internet flirtation 
might lead to a wedding and a ticket to happiness. Or they surf religious sites and read 
blogs that are critical of the regime. Sex, religion and politics – the three taboos of the 
Arab world are also reflected in young people’s internet preferences. 
 
In the Middle East, now more than ever, your background determines your prospects of 
education, knowledge and success. Lebanon likes to pride itself on being the most 
tolerant country in the Arab world, a country in which academic freedom is a high 
priority and the school system is well developed. And this is true – for those who can 
afford it: parents of children at the Beirut International College have to fork out US 
$5,000 a year. For that, though, the schoolchildren are also allowed to discuss hot 
political topics, one teacher tells me proudly; there are no taboos. 17-year-old Lamis 
agrees. She used to go to a religious school in the Schuf mountains. ‘Anyone who talked 
about politics there was expelled,’ she says. However, what’s more important to the 
pupils – and to the parents – than the free atmosphere is that as far as their futures are 
concerned the elite school opens all the doors. Lamis wants to study Nutritional Science, 
at the nearby American University of Beirut, of course, for around $10,000 a year. Many 



young men want to work in engineering in order to secure lucrative jobs in the Gulf 
States, like their fathers. By contrast, the 18-year-old Egyptian Haitham, whose noblest 
responsibility is to spray perfumed water over visitors to his toilet, is looking at a life on 
the poverty line. 
 
No wonder that the battle for that precious resource, education, is being fought with all 
available weapons. What subjects young Egyptians are allowed to study depends on the 
grade they get in their school leaving certificate. The importance of the school leaving 
exams at the end of the eleventh and twelfth grades has created a veritable ‘educational 
black market’. A large number of schoolchildren have to have private coaching, because 
the teachers at the state schools are no longer willing or able to fulfil their educational 
remit. Overcrowded classes with sixty or more pupils make teaching difficult, and money 
is also a temptation. Teachers receive between 120 and 450 Egyptian pounds a month 
from the government – less than €50. But they can earn up to 10,000 pounds giving 
private coaching, illegally and tax free. 
 
So many teachers deliberately skip elements of the curriculum in regular lessons, so as to 
pressurise their students into taking private lessons with them. Anyone who doesn’t take 
up the offer has to reckon with getting worse grades, or being banished to the back of the 
class. ‘For some families the private lessons eat up half their income. A lot of parents go 
into debt or have to take on second jobs to finance their children’s education,’ says Sarah 
Hartmann, an ethnologist in Berlin who has conducted research into the Egyptian 
‘coaching society’. In the hierarchy of school subjects natural sciences are at the top, so 
private coaching in these subjects is, accordingly, especially expensive. The amount of 
coaching a pupil has depends on what the parents can afford, says Hartmann. One can no 
longer speak of the equal opportunities once aspired to in Nasser’s day. It is therefore no 
surprise that schools financed by Islamic organisations and thus not tainted by the stigma 
of corruption are very much in demand. 
 
 The first ‘Arab Human Development Report’ in 2002 already described the lack of equal 
opportunities in the educational sector as an urgent challenge for the Arab states. ‘The 
gulf between rich and poor is perpetuated in education,’ stresses Ehaab Abdou. This 30-
year-old man is the founder of ‘Nahdet El Mahrousa’, an Egyptian NGO that aims to 
foster young people’s involvement in their own society. Its members, young Egyptians 
from at home and abroad, are almost all from the well-educated upper classes; Abdou too 
studied International Development in the US. ‘The majority of wealthy young people in 
Egypt live in a kind of bubble,’ he criticises. ‘They see TV programmes from all over the 
world, they go to trendy clubs, they have cars, houses on the Riviera and so on. We want 
to teach these people that they have to do more than just sit around and donate a bit of 
money to an orphanage from time to time. We tell them: your  task is to promote the 
development of this country.’ 
 
The so-called ‘Cedar Revolution’ was unable to put an end to Lebanon’s fundamental 
problems. And Hosni Mubarak’s promise to create jobs for 4.5 million young people 
won’t make much difference to Egypt’s plight either. The motto in the Arab Middle East 
is ‘He who can, emigrates’ – and yet unemployment is still high among the young people 



who remain, especially in the cities. The fact that their lack of perspective is by no means 
a domestic political problem is demonstrated in a study by the Centre for Strategic 
Studies at the University of Amman. Reservations about the US and the West are most 
pronounced among young people and the uneducated, it says. These groups constitute 
huge recruitment potential for groups like al-Qaida. And Michael Lange, the head of the 
Cairo office of the Konrad Adenauer Stiftung, describes the situation of young people in 
the Arab world as a ‘social and political time bomb’. 
 
The danger inherent in broken dreams is illustrated in another scene from the novel The 
House of Yacoubian. The son of the watchman of the house is called Taha, but he could 
just as well be called Rony, Haitham or Ayman. Taha dreams of becoming a police 
officer. When he is turned down for this career because his father is only a watchman, he 
joins a militant Islamist group. ‘This example is a very clear illustration of the dead end 
young Egyptians find themselves in,’ says the sociologist Mona Abaza. Then she talks 
about the terrorist attacks that shocked Egypt last year, and pronounces a sentence that 
exposes with shocking clarity the explosive nature of the issue: ‘The terrorists too are 
young.’ 
 
Translated by Charlotte Collins 
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