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values of modernity, lead generally to disintegrating
effects in society and polarization among the youths
themselves, of whom only a well-off category can find in
it individual solutions, whereas the majority will find
themselves shoved to embrace a more extremist interpre-
tation of traditions.12

The problems raised in communities in the oil-producing
Gulf countries, for example, take on a more severe
aspect than in other Arab countries, and the options pre-
vailing in them are more characterized by inner consis-
tency (strong and coherent tribal structure, full integra-
tion in consumer market values…). In addition, the social
and political history is much simpler and its main ele-
ments can be more clearly defined than in other Arab
countries. Nevertheless, the same problems are brought
up in all Arab countries, and sometimes at a higher
degree of complication. On the one hand, there is a vari-
ety in external influences and channels of interaction,
starting from the economy and media openness up to
the large-scale migration and the direct interaction
between the two sides of the Mediterranean, especially
North African countries and Lebanon. On the other
hand, there are the social and economic situations that
are different from the oil-producing Gulf countries,
especially when it comes to high poverty and unemploy-
ment rates in certain countries such as Yemen, Egypt,
Sudan, Morocco, Mauritania, and the like. This adds a
very important dimension of social instability and con-
cern about the future, directly affecting the situation of
youths and adolescents. To the pre-mentioned factors,
we can add the activeness of political, religious, nation-
al, socialist and liberal movements, and the situation of
countries that are occupied, in a state of war, under
siege or directly affected by these repercussions. All of
this confirms the strong presence of globalization issues
in Arab communities, which find themselves, once
again, facing recent qualitative shifts, in a time where
they could not, in the first place, critically cope with the
first wave of global shifts represented by modernity in
the last decades. Arab communities are stepping into the
age of globalization from a passive position and from the
position of a society that is neither traditional nor mod-
ern.

We can imagine the additional complications that ado-
lescent boys and girls face in Arab communities follow-
ing the September 11th events and amidst the “war on
terrorism”. They live in a region that is the eye of the
globalized storm  shaking the world, the value system
and international relations. We must, therefore, under-
stand why adolescents are increasingly affiliating to
political movements and conflicts, why they are igniting
confrontation everywhere and why they have withdrawn
and retreated from public life.

Knowing the world of adolescent boys and girls well and
from their own point of view is an important introduction
to discovering the flaws in our communities. It is defi-
nitely an issue that goes beyond the one-sided interest in
sex and sexuality, in spite of its importance.

Translated by Nadine Khoury

1. This text is based on the introduction of the “Arab
Adolescent Girl: Reality and Perspectives” report, Center of
Arab Women for Training and Research, CAWTAR, 2003 
2. Diaz B. and B. Lietard-Dulac, Contre violence et mal-être,
la médiation par élèves, Nathan, Paris, 1998, cited by Philippe
Lebailly, La violence des jeunes, comprendre et prévenir, édi-
tions ASH, Paris 2001.
3.Jawad Ali, History of Arabs before Islam, 10 volumes, Vol.
4, Dar El-Ilm Lilmalayin, Beirut, Al Nahda Library, Baghdad,
Second Edition, 1977.
4. Refer especially to the UNFPA Report: The State of World
Population 2003 - Investing in Adolescents Health and Rights.
5.“The expansion of middle classes and their liberal ideas on
the educational level (no banning) lead to an educational
model that gives a central role for individuals’ self indepen-
dence and personal opening up and to dialogue and free
speech, since discussion and argumentation became one of
the main rules of a family’s work order.”: La violence des
jeunes, comprendre et prévenir, edition ASH, Paris – 2001.
6.Hisham Sharabi, The Patriarchal System and the Problem of
the Arab Society’s Underdevelopment, Center for Arab Unity
Studies, Beirut, Second Edition, 1993.
7. Halim Barakat, The Contemporary Arab Society – A Social
Research, Center for Arab Unity Studies, Beirut, Seventh
Edition, 2001.
8. “Tabooed Trinity” is borrowed from a book title by Bou Ali
Yassine. An indication of the same prohibition appears in the
pre-mentioned reference for Halim Barakat. 
9. Taken from the works of the Algerian team in preparation
for the Arab Adolescent Girl Report – CAWTAR.
10. For instance, the contributions of Halim Barakat,
Khaldoun Al Naqib and Hisham Sharabi highlight this issue.
Sharabi gives supporting examples like the inability of religion
to cancel out the common retaliation customs in the tribal
structure.
11. Mai Al-Yamani, Changed Identities, The Challenge of the
New Generation in Saudi Arabia, RIIA, London, 2000.
Translated into Arabic by Ibrahim Darwish, Riad El Rayess
Books and Publishing, Beirut, 2001.
12. “The comments brought up by members of the new gen-
eration increasingly express an individual moral attitude and
stress upon personal achievement, in a time where the col-
lapse of the social solidarity is admitted and pitied. The mar-
ket has become like an opposite of the family; society is now
better defined for youth and the terms used for evaluation
have been adjusted towards the mentality of that market
instead of the society” – Mai Al-Yamani, ibid.

END NOTES

The attempt to establish civil peace in Lebanon that
began a decade and a half ago, is still marked by the
absence of social planning policies. According to the lat-
est report on socio-economic conditions in Lebanon, the
"official handling of social dimensions has been limited
to generalities and remains governed by the assumption
that social problems depend on finding solutions for eco-
nomic growth. As a result, although the government’s
interest has shifted away from that of previous govern-
ments after the Taif agreement*, putting the emphasis
on economic reform rather than reconstruction schemes,
governmental policies did not change their approach to
social issues. They still consider social issues to be a vari-
able depending on expected economic transforma-
tions."1

Although the official authorities that supervised the mak-
ing of this report and licensed it have asserted that its
content expressed opinions of the researchers who pro-
duced it, they recognize that public policies on social
issues are lacking in Lebanon. This acknowledgement
indicates that there is a problem in this respect, indeed a
problem far more alarming than the statement itself. In
addition, one can say that the shortage in these strategies
is severe, while the need for them is increasing by the day

as a result of the growing socio-economic crisis in
Lebanon. This need is mostly felt among the middle class-
es and the young labor force arriving in the labor market
unable to find decent jobs. This in turn leads to various
repercussions, among which is the massive migration of
the Lebanese youth to various parts of the world.

The deficient handling of social issues and its impact,
especially among the youth, is widespread in the Arab
world and is not merely a Lebanese specificity. The 2002
and 2003 Arab Human Development reports examined
these issues at length and submitted statistics on illitera-
cy, unemployment, living standards, educational issues,
women, youth, as well as problems the Arab world is fac-
ing on issues of freedom, knowledge, and empower-
ment.2 These socially significant figures were the foun-
dation on which the Bush-led American administration
relied to justify the "Greater Middle East" project3 with-
out, though, touching upon the real American targets
behind this scheme. The contention was: "If the Middle
East advances along the same path it has followed so far,
causing an increase in the number of youth who lack
decent jobs and education, and who are deprived of their
political rights, this shall jeopardize stability in the whole
region and the common interests of the G8 members."

Shafic Shuaib
Coordinator of the Arab Adolescent Girl Report – CAWTAR, 2003

The Lebanese Youth:
Scattered Approaches
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(Canada, France, Italy, Germany, United States of
America, United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern
Ireland, Japan, European Union, Russia.)

Lebanese Young Women: Conceptual Problems 
A CAWTAR Center study on teenage issues in the Arab
world, based on a series of national monographs, docu-
mentaries, and analytical studies, some of which were con-
ducted in Lebanon,4 revealed problems with the keys and
tools to be used for the implementation of this study, main-
ly as to defining the “young girl” by age and in concept,
along with approaching issues of interest to her at various
levels, the main criteria used, and intellectual references.

Furthermore, the documentary report monitoring
teenage issues in Lebanese studies, conducted in line
with the monographic study, revealed an obvious weak-
ness in the evaluation of concepts and the information
structure in this field.5

A- The Problem of Determining the Age Group
Similar to other developing countries, the population of
Lebanon is manifestly young: The population amounted
to 3.1 million in 1996, among which 585,000 were
young men and women, i.e. less than 19 percent of the
total population. 

The number of young people is expected to increase in
the next twenty years to reach 714,200 in 2016, as
shown in Table 1.

The tendency to use the concept of footowwa (adoles-
cence) as a synonym shabab (youth) poses some ambigu-
ity in specialized Lebanese studies as to age limits on the
one hand, and concepts used to refer to this age catego-
ry on the other. 

According to United Nations estimates
published in the late 1980s, the youth
are those who are between 15 and 24
years old.7 Others consider the youth
to be those aged between 17 and 24
years old.8 In the study “The Youth and
Development”, the youth is the cate-
gory of 13 to 25-year-olds.9 Some con-

sider that “the Lebanese young people are those who
have completed the adolescence age (15 to 16 years) and
have not yet stepped into psychological and socio-eco-
nomic stability (23 to 30 years old).”10 Dr. Zuhair Hatab
points out in the global field survey about the youth in
Lebanon that the youth are those who are 10 to 24 years
old.11

Hence, it appears that the criteria for determining who
the young people are along with the corresponding age
limits reflects a series of complicated issues, involving
more than simple considerations, especially when the dif-
ferent behavioral considerations are heeded. 

B- The Problem with Nodj (Maturity) and Boulough
(Adolescence, Adulthood, Legal Age, and Puberty)
It is worthy here to note the ambiguity of the Lebanese
official assumptions regarding legal limits of nodj (matu-
rity) and boulough (adolescence, adulthood, legal age,
and puberty) among the youth. The Lebanese law resorts
to two measures: legal maturity and political maturity. An
adolescent is said to be legally mature when s/he com-
pletes 18 years of age, for s/he becomes subject to legal
liability at this age and may assume public functions. As
for political maturity, it is when one becomes entitled to
exercise his/her right to vote in municipal and parliamen-
tary elections; that is, at twenty-one years of age.

Along with legal maturity and political maturity, nodj
(maturity) and boulough (adolescence, adulthood, legal

age, and puberty) in Lebanon are determined by reli-
gious edicts. Each denomination has its own age limits
at which boys and girls are considered to have become
young persons. These age limits are not only different
from one denomination to another, but also between
boys and girls; hence, their minimum age of marriage
also differs. This is obviously quite an ordeal in a coun-
try like Lebanon where there are 18 different denomi-
nations, and where personal status is still based upon
religious laws.

Below are some examples of the different ages of matu-
rity as to different denominations in Lebanon.12

C- The Problem with the Concept
In their book entitled The Growth Psychology of
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Adolescents,13 Dr. Yacoub and Dr. Dam’a Yacoub discuss
the confusion that common people and intellectuals
experience whenever they encounter three terms:
Puberty, Adolescence, and Youth.14 Likewise, the afore-
mentioned studies reveal much confusion in employing
the concepts of mourahaka (adolescence) and mourahek
(adolescent). Researchers tend to confuse between the
concepts of al-mourahek (adolescent), al-shab (youthful)
al-nashe` (young), and al-yafe’ (adolescent or pubescent)
interchangeably. As a result, the meanings of these con-
cepts and the differences between them become
ambiguous and intermingling. 

This state of confusion takes another dimension in
Lebanon: Lebanese law considers childhood to corre-
spond to the concept of a minor, which ends at 18 years
of age, as in the Convention on the Rights of the Child
(CRC). Furthermore, there is a number of other distinc-
tions within each age group, such as: a minor capable
of discretion, a minor not capable of discretion (15 years
old), conditional work permit and prohibition from
working (13 years old), exemption from criminal liability
(until seven years of age) and gradual succession to

criminal liability (13 and 15 years old), to state a few. All
of these distinctions are shown in Table 3 depicting the
different positions in the Lebanese legislations.

D- The Predicament of
Intellectual References in
Lebanese Studies
The review we have con-
ducted on the studies on
youth in Lebanon shows
that so far, researchers have
drawn the concepts from
studies on the youth con-
ducted in the West and
implemented them in
Lebanon. In our opinion,
this explains the ambigui-
ties and intermingling of
concepts when researchers
use any one concept. These
arise from the lack of care-
ful examination and development of the concepts, and
from discarding the deep-rooted socio-historical differ-

Catholic Orthodox Evangelical The Islamic Shari'a

Male Female Male Female Male Female Male Female
16 14 17 15 18 16 13 9

Age of adulthood 18 18

The CRC Lebanon Notes

Minor capable of
discretion

Not specified 15

In reality it is 27.7 for
females and 31 for
males

Minor not capable
of discretion

Not specified 12.5 to 18 for females
16 to 18 for males or
true maturity

Minimum age of
marriage

Age of adulthood 9 to 15 for females; 13
to 17 for males

Prevailing customs and habits
could pressure and influence the
choice they make especially in
the case of girls

Parents’ consent
to the marriage

Obligatory in all cases Necessary for the mar-
riage to be legal

Parents’ will to marry their
minors is often sufficient, irre-
spective of the minors’ consent

Parents’ approval
of the marriage

Not specified on condi-
tion that it does not con-
flict with the individuals’
opinions and welfare

Mandatory for minors,
so is the permission of
the marrying clergy

Table 3: A Comparison Between Items from the Convention on the Rights 
of the Child (CRC) and the Personal Status Laws Regarding the Definition of the Child in Lebanon15

Child custody Not specified It differs from one
denomination to the
next, but it is in general
7 years for males and 9
years for females

Table 1: Percentages of the Youth in the Total Population,
1970-2016 (Thousand/percentage)6

1970 1996 2001 2006 2011 2016
Youth 376.8 585.2 612.4 628.2 655.4 714.2
Total 2126.3 3090.7 3363.5 3636.0 3897.6 4138.6
% 17.7 18.9 18.2 17.3 16.9 17.3

Table 2: Minimum Age for Marriage..... for the Male and the Female/ by
Confession

Lebanese law 
considers 
childhood to 
correspond to 
the concept 
of a minor, 
which ends at 
18 years of age...
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ences between our societies and those of the West. The
concepts used by researchers in the West emanated
from objective facts, experiences, and knowledge accu-
mulated in their societies. These conceptual tools devel-
oped in the midst of a long-term process of knowledge
accumulation, accompanied by meticulous study and
analysis of the trends of social change and development
over several historical phases. 

For instance, five centuries ago, adolescence (mouraha-
ka) was an alien concept in a number of societies. These
societies recognized only two life stages: childhood and
adulthood. European societies only differentiated
between “a child” and “an adolescent” in the 18th cen-
tury, upon the invention of the steam engine. So much so
that many consider that the concept of “adolescence”
(al-mourahaka) is associated with the industrial revolu-
tion; namely, the changes it introduced to the structure of
the educational system as a result of the professional
needs of industrial development.16

Undoubtedly, the concept of “adolescence” did in fact
originate in the 19th century, and it has been systemati-
cally linked with the working class ever since, through vio-
lence, gangs, and crimes committed in protest of the con-
ditions imposed by the industrial world. As a result, the
first surfacing of the youth was under the equation:
youth=nuisance (al-shabab/ al-iz’aj). Later on, the changes

that accompanied the devel-
opment of capitalism in
Europe changed that equa-
tion making it: youth
amusement and fun (al-
shabab / al-lahoo). This new
concept was fostered
through the consumption
values that targeted the
youth and molded their
behavior. It introduced a
handful of changes in their
dances, choices of music,
dress codes, hairstyles, and
the like; in other words, the
concept of teenagers (al-
iIshreeyoun). These two con-
cepts (youth and teenagers)

and their dimensions were thus mixed and youth (al-
shabab) became by definition associated with nuisance
and fun. The youth became a category of their own; they
were neither children nor adults, but somewhere in
between (beyniyoun).17

Dr. Al Amin further states that the developments in the
educational system (al-nitham al-ta’limi), which resulted
from the socio-economic developments led by capitalism

in Europe, are behind the above-mentioned transforma-
tions in adolescence and adolescents (the youth). In fact,
the transitional stage in the educational system defined
that life stage between childhood and adulthood. The
composite definition of youth (al shabab), in its age and
educational dimensions, is directly related to high school
and university years. This is why this stage is limited to
those who are between 16 and 22 years of age. Given
the projected developments in the modern educational
system, the upper limit could reach 25 years.

As such, these two dimensions (age and education) define
and determine the youth. If one criterion is not met, name-
ly in the case of school or university dropouts, the other
(i.e. age) is sufficient to determine a youth. As to parents
of that age, they are to be discarded of this category. 

E- The Youth: Meanings and Concepts in Need of
Regeneration and Redefinition
1. In light of the above, we believe that crystallizing the
concept of youth and its related meanings necessarily
depends on the unique circumstances lived by each com-
munity throughout its socio-historical progress.
Furthermore, as is the case of any conceptual and scien-
tific product, this concept needs constant assessment and
regeneration in the light of the development and change
in the general conditions in the community under study.
We did not encounter that as we reviewed the existing
studies on youth in Lebanon. Hence, there is a need to
examine the various definitions of the concepts being
used, in the light of the specificities of the Lebanese soci-
ety and other similar societies.

2. Social specificities cannot be overrated in today’s world
which is characterized by integration, openness, and
communication in the framework of globalization and
the cosmic village. Nowadays, deeming the developmen-
tal paths of each community to be independent and
unaffected by external factors would be a methodologi-
cal error and an exaggeration; so is contending that the
external factors are more influential than internal ones.
Neither one prevails over the other; they rather intermin-
gle, interact, and intertwine constantly and continuously
depending on the circumstances, situations, and balances
of power.

3. Approaching issues related to the youth in general,
and young women in particular, needs this methodologi-
cal equation and efforts to avoid exaggeration. They
need to head towards realizing and respecting the fol-
lowing: The criteria on which are built the issues perti-
nent to the youth are not independent entities; they
ought not be pulled outside their respective social, eco-
nomic, historical, and cultural milieus. They must not be
dealt with and considered applicable in all places and at

all times, without discussion and inquiry. Hence, there is
a need to intensify the production of monographs in this
domain, given their wide range of approaches and direct
scrutiny of the status quo and situations pertaining to the
youth, their matters, and scopes of development. 

4. In light of all of these givens and methodological neces-
sities they impose, the question becomes: How can we re-
examine the reality of the youth in Lebanon? Especially
that the preliminary inspection of this reality (reviewed in
the sections above) has revealed that we are indeed fac-
ing a problematic: Should one set to study the reality of
the youth in Lebanon in general, or should we approach
the study of young women separately? Are we actually

facing a reality in which there are two groups: “Young
Lebanese Men” and “Young Lebanese Women”? 

This consideration is especially significant given that
young women and men in Lebanon are raised according
to different sets of values, behaviors, habits and customs.
These inconsistencies become particularly alarming in cer-
tain fields such as the issue of patriotism and national
belonging, due to deeply rooted problematics that pre-
vent reaching a unified perception of the history of
Lebanon and that are unable to agree upon the basic
patriotic givens as to concept of the state enemy, the
constituents of national choices, and the relations with
Arab and neighboring countries.

* The Taif agreement marked the beginning of the end of
the Lebanese civil war (1975-1990).
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ences between our societies and those of the West. The
concepts used by researchers in the West emanated
from objective facts, experiences, and knowledge accu-
mulated in their societies. These conceptual tools devel-
oped in the midst of a long-term process of knowledge
accumulation, accompanied by meticulous study and
analysis of the trends of social change and development
over several historical phases. 

For instance, five centuries ago, adolescence (mouraha-
ka) was an alien concept in a number of societies. These
societies recognized only two life stages: childhood and
adulthood. European societies only differentiated
between “a child” and “an adolescent” in the 18th cen-
tury, upon the invention of the steam engine. So much so
that many consider that the concept of “adolescence”
(al-mourahaka) is associated with the industrial revolu-
tion; namely, the changes it introduced to the structure of
the educational system as a result of the professional
needs of industrial development.16

Undoubtedly, the concept of “adolescence” did in fact
originate in the 19th century, and it has been systemati-
cally linked with the working class ever since, through vio-
lence, gangs, and crimes committed in protest of the con-
ditions imposed by the industrial world. As a result, the
first surfacing of the youth was under the equation:
youth=nuisance (al-shabab/ al-iz’aj). Later on, the changes

that accompanied the devel-
opment of capitalism in
Europe changed that equa-
tion making it: youth
amusement and fun (al-
shabab / al-lahoo). This new
concept was fostered
through the consumption
values that targeted the
youth and molded their
behavior. It introduced a
handful of changes in their
dances, choices of music,
dress codes, hairstyles, and
the like; in other words, the
concept of teenagers (al-
iIshreeyoun). These two con-
cepts (youth and teenagers)

and their dimensions were thus mixed and youth (al-
shabab) became by definition associated with nuisance
and fun. The youth became a category of their own; they
were neither children nor adults, but somewhere in
between (beyniyoun).17

Dr. Al Amin further states that the developments in the
educational system (al-nitham al-ta’limi), which resulted
from the socio-economic developments led by capitalism

in Europe, are behind the above-mentioned transforma-
tions in adolescence and adolescents (the youth). In fact,
the transitional stage in the educational system defined
that life stage between childhood and adulthood. The
composite definition of youth (al shabab), in its age and
educational dimensions, is directly related to high school
and university years. This is why this stage is limited to
those who are between 16 and 22 years of age. Given
the projected developments in the modern educational
system, the upper limit could reach 25 years.

As such, these two dimensions (age and education) define
and determine the youth. If one criterion is not met, name-
ly in the case of school or university dropouts, the other
(i.e. age) is sufficient to determine a youth. As to parents
of that age, they are to be discarded of this category. 

E- The Youth: Meanings and Concepts in Need of
Regeneration and Redefinition
1. In light of the above, we believe that crystallizing the
concept of youth and its related meanings necessarily
depends on the unique circumstances lived by each com-
munity throughout its socio-historical progress.
Furthermore, as is the case of any conceptual and scien-
tific product, this concept needs constant assessment and
regeneration in the light of the development and change
in the general conditions in the community under study.
We did not encounter that as we reviewed the existing
studies on youth in Lebanon. Hence, there is a need to
examine the various definitions of the concepts being
used, in the light of the specificities of the Lebanese soci-
ety and other similar societies.

2. Social specificities cannot be overrated in today’s world
which is characterized by integration, openness, and
communication in the framework of globalization and
the cosmic village. Nowadays, deeming the developmen-
tal paths of each community to be independent and
unaffected by external factors would be a methodologi-
cal error and an exaggeration; so is contending that the
external factors are more influential than internal ones.
Neither one prevails over the other; they rather intermin-
gle, interact, and intertwine constantly and continuously
depending on the circumstances, situations, and balances
of power.

3. Approaching issues related to the youth in general,
and young women in particular, needs this methodologi-
cal equation and efforts to avoid exaggeration. They
need to head towards realizing and respecting the fol-
lowing: The criteria on which are built the issues perti-
nent to the youth are not independent entities; they
ought not be pulled outside their respective social, eco-
nomic, historical, and cultural milieus. They must not be
dealt with and considered applicable in all places and at

all times, without discussion and inquiry. Hence, there is
a need to intensify the production of monographs in this
domain, given their wide range of approaches and direct
scrutiny of the status quo and situations pertaining to the
youth, their matters, and scopes of development. 

4. In light of all of these givens and methodological neces-
sities they impose, the question becomes: How can we re-
examine the reality of the youth in Lebanon? Especially
that the preliminary inspection of this reality (reviewed in
the sections above) has revealed that we are indeed fac-
ing a problematic: Should one set to study the reality of
the youth in Lebanon in general, or should we approach
the study of young women separately? Are we actually

facing a reality in which there are two groups: “Young
Lebanese Men” and “Young Lebanese Women”? 

This consideration is especially significant given that
young women and men in Lebanon are raised according
to different sets of values, behaviors, habits and customs.
These inconsistencies become particularly alarming in cer-
tain fields such as the issue of patriotism and national
belonging, due to deeply rooted problematics that pre-
vent reaching a unified perception of the history of
Lebanon and that are unable to agree upon the basic
patriotic givens as to concept of the state enemy, the
constituents of national choices, and the relations with
Arab and neighboring countries.

* The Taif agreement marked the beginning of the end of
the Lebanese civil war (1975-1990).
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