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The Role of Social Movements 
in the Re-Configuration of Youth 
Transition Regimes: The Biography 
of an Unemployed Graduates Activist 
in Morocco

Christoph Schwarz

Introduction

For twenty-five years, North Africa and West Asia (NAWA) has been the region 
with the highest youth unemployment rates worldwide, and developments since 
the so-called Arab Spring have hardly changed those numbers (Kabbani 2019). 
Before 2011, the situation of these unemployed has been mainly discussed from a 
rather technical perspective that has focused on policies and institutions, and has 
problematized young people’s situation using the notions of “stalled youth transi-
tions” (Salehi-Isfahani 2008; see also Dhillon et al. 2009), and, more precisely 
waithood (Singerman 2007, 2011).1 However, few scholars have written about the 
collective strategies of the unemployed themselves (Emperador Badimon 2009a, 
2011b; Schwarz 2017, 2018).

In this chapter, I analyze the Unemployed Graduates Movement in Morocco 
from a youth transitions perspective that considers young people’s agency. This 
movement, which has been mobilizing since the early 1990s, is a particularly 
instructive example of how young people negotiate their own transitions to adult-
hood within an authoritarian regime. For these purposes, people are defined as 
“young” if they have not yet attained the economically necessary assets required 
for adult status according to the hegemonic social norms: the resources to provide 
for a family of their own.
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In the first section, I will briefly discuss theoretical perspectives to analyze the 
phenomenon, and suggest applying the concept of “youth transitions regimes” 
(Walther 2006). The “regime” notion problematizes youth as a political issue, 
i.e. as the result of power relations, since it focuses on the structures and insti-
tutions that mold transitions to adulthood. However, by methodologically adopt-
ing a contextualized life-course approach (Nilsen et al. 2018), I intend to identify 
the dynamics within the Moroccan youth transitions regime from a bottom-up 
perspective, i.e. from the perspective of activists who contest it. In line with the 
Re-Configurations approach, I aim to reconstruct patterns of conflict and coopera-
tion between protesters, authorities, and institutions, and thus take into account 
the interrelation of agency and structure in order to bring to the fore the specific 
“order of change” (Elias 1970, p. 149).

In the second section, I will introduce and contextualize the Moroccan Unem-
ployed Graduates Movement against the backdrop of the re-configuration of 
the country’s social contract. From 2014 to 2017, I conducted seventeen inter-
views with activists of the movement, some of them life-story interviews, oth-
ers more thematically focused. In the third section, based on this material, I will 
introduce as an example the life story of one of the movement’s coordinators in 
order to illustrate the key dynamics of activists’ life-courses and to discuss the 
movement’s development since 2011. This example will be complemented by 
findings from other interviews with activists and the general literature. On this 
basis, the chapter also discusses generational and spatial dynamics, i.e. the 
 center-periphery relations that underly the movement and their moral economy 
(Thompson 1971), i.e. the way they draw on an older social contract—that of the 
development state under Hasan II—to justify their present claims. Last but not 
least, these interviews also illustrate that the 2011 “Arab Spring” protests resulted 
in a  re-configuration of the Moroccan youth transitions regime, in the sense of a 
disruption of the dynamic ritual of negotiations between the unemployed gradu-
ates and the Moroccan authorities. I will conclude with a brief discussion of the 
results and point to remaining open questions.

Life-Courses in Youth Transition Regimes

A rift between two approaches has long structured the field of youth stud-
ies: the “youth transitions” and the “youth cultures” approaches (Mendoza-
Denton and Boum 2015). Whereas the former emphasizes the institutional and 
 socio-economic milestones on the path to adulthood, the latter focuses on the sub-
jective meanings young people attribute to their status and status changes as well 
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as their cultural strategies for dealing with “being young” in a particular social 
place. Roughly speaking, the “transitions” perspective has focused more on poli-
cies and structures, whereas the “culture” perspective has aimed to reconstruct 
young people’s agency and the subjective meaning they attribute to their status 
as “youths.” In one of the most pointed criticisms, Wyn and Woodman (2007) 
argued that the transitions perspective is inherently flawed, since its characteri-
sations all rest on the assumptions that (a) there exists a normative transitional 
process, from which some young people deviate; (b) youth is a linear process or 
position on a  life-course; and (c) culture, economy and politics simply add ‘fla-
vour’ or context to the development process. In the main, the literature on tran-
sitions draws implicitly on popular conceptualisations of generations, in which 
the Baby Boomer generation has become the implicit norm. The transitions of 
this generation (from school to work, leaving home, establishing nuclear fami-
lies) have become the standard timeline against which subsequent generations are 
judged. This timeline calls young people’s life patterns and choices into question 
through established assumptions about what ‘ought to be’ (Wyn and Woodman 
2007, p. 498).

Accordingly, youth policies that apply a youth transitions perspective are often 
inconsistent, since they draw on a stereotypical idea of ‘youth’. Instead, Wyn and 
Woodman argue for a generational approach that departs from the differences 
between social generations. In a response to this criticism, Roberts (2007) argues 
that generational and transition approaches have, in fact, been inseparable since 
the onset of research. The current consensus, among transition researchers—that 
transitions have been prolonged, de-standardized/individualized, and are often 
reversible ‘yoyo’ transitions—is itself the result of an implicit application of 
 generational differences. By now, many studies are instead using transitions and 
cultural perspectives as complementary, and many transitions researchers concede 
the need to take young people’s subjectivities into account to a greater degree 
(Furlong et al. 2011).

In this chapter, I will apply a “grounded” transitions perspective that refrains 
from developmentalist and psychologist tenets, but is situated in the framework of 
a life course, or biographical perspective. In other words, I will adopt a “contex-
tualized” life course approach in the sense of Nilsen, Brannen, and Chelsom Vogt 
(2018, p. 85):

What characterizes a contextualist life course approach is its sensitivity to his-
torical and spatial contexts. Studies from this perspective do not seek to formulate 
“laws” about how transitions happen that transcend time and place. Life course 
transitions, included the transition from youth to adulthood, are studied with ref-
erence to the historical period and contextual features of particular societies and 
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groups that relate to social class, intergenerational relations, gender and ethnicity 
in which individuals are situated.

In this vein, I argue that a transitions perspective remains important in order to 
reconstruct the structural processes that reproduce social inequality along dimen-
sions besides the generational divide, such as class position, gender, or geograph-
ical situatedness; the latter is particularly important in a country like Morocco, 
which exhibits the highest rural-urban divide in the region (World Bank 2011). 
Such a grounded and contextualized transitions perspective allows us to identify 
how these divisions translate into typical turning points in individual life courses, 
and most probably result in the intergenerational reproduction of certain social 
positions. Likewise, a transitions perspective seems imperative in order to recon-
struct how socio-economic constraints, but also hegemonic symbolic representa-
tions and the acquisition of status symbols of “youth” and “adulthood,” impinge 
on young people’s trajectories, decisions, and political strategies.

The concept of regime of youth transitions, coined by Andreas Walther (2006), 
seems particularly useful for examining the political nature of these transitions: 
How are youth and adulthood socially and politically defined, and by whom? 
What notion of citizenship is central to the social contract within which transi-
tions to adulthood are institutionally organized and negotiated? Discussing such 
questions with a regime terminology results in an analysis that looks at power 
structures and political actors and does not restrict itself to a merely technical pol-
icy discourse.

Drawing on Esping-Andersen’s (1990) and Gallie and Paugnam’s (2000) 
typologies of welfare regimes in Europe, Walther defines ‘regimes’ as existing 
institutional settings that have a history structured not only by conflicts and the 
interests of specific social actors but also by the set of values and interpretations 
they constantly reproduce. Institutions and concepts merge into what is conceived 
of as ‘normal’ in a given context, which also includes a ‘normal’ relation between 
individual entitlements and collective demands. Herein, cultural and social pat-
terns are also concerned with influencing individuals’ biographical orientations. 
(Walther 2006, p. 124).

Translating the welfare regime concept to that of a “youth transition regime” 
also requires the analytical inclusion of schooling and training, as they relate to 
(gendered) concepts of work (and profession), and the respective structures of 
employment and unemployment benefit programs. Using such ideal types and 
clustering different national systems necessarily leads to certain generaliza-
tions. The interpretative value of this model represents “a heuristic compromise 
of medium range validity. The strength of such a model lies in referring to the 
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‘Gestalt’ of the different models through which young people’s lives are regu-
lated” (Walther 2006, p. 125).

Although the regime notion suggests a clear focus on institutions and policies, 
Walther stresses that his concept also aims to analyze the interplay of structure 
and agency. Hence, he also refers to young people’s biographical orientations in 
relation to their youth transition regimes. However, the youth transitions regime 
literature is still lacking an examination of politics from below, i.e. organized, 
collective, political strategies of young people in particular regime settings, for 
example in the framework of social movements. In the following, I aim to offer 
one such example.

Morocco: The Unemployed Graduates Movement and Its 
Historical Context

So far, there has been no systematic analysis or classification of the Moroccan youth 
transitions regime, and it is beyond the scope of this chapter to provide one. Instead, 
I am going to focus on one particular transition segment, the transition from uni-
versity to work, and on the social struggles over how this transition is organized. 
If the education sector is key to any youth transitions regime, it is particularly so in 
Morocco, where in recent decades a very insightful negotiation of transitions at this 
particular juncture evolved between two actors: the monarchy and the government,  
on one side, and the unemployed university graduates movement, on the other.

The Youth Transitions Regime of the Development State
The diplômés chômeurs—or unemployed graduates—movement developed 
against the backdrop of a successive shift of the Moroccan social contract and its 
respective youth transitions. Whereas the decades after the country’s independ-
ence in 1956, under the reign of Mohamed V (r. 1957–1961) and the first two 
decades after Hassan II (r. 1961–1999) took the throne, the monarchy’s policies 
followed the logic of a development state. As in many other nation states in the 
region, the government, in order to consolidate its power, expanded the public 
sector, invested heavily in education and public administration, and granted citi-
zens certain social privileges and rights in exchange for their loyalty. In a pro-
cess termed ‘Moroccanization’, the makhzen2—the monarchy’s own network 
of patronage, repression, and control—brought many economic activities under 
its control and allotted resources to its supporters (White 2001). For university 
graduates, this meant a guaranteed position as a civil servant after obtaining their 
diploma.
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The flipside of the offer of economic benefits for loyalty was political repres-
sion and brutal human rights violations. The reign of Hassan II is often referred 
to as the ‘Years of Lead’, since those who refused loyalty to the regime—such 
as left-wing, democratic, or Amazigh3 activists or the student activists of the 
National Moroccan Student Union (UNEM, Union National des Étudiants Maro-
cains)—were often arbitrarily detained, tortured, imprisoned, killed outright, or 
‘disappeared’ to secret prisons such as the notorious Tazmamart (Vermeren 2006; 
Miller 2012; Hachad 2017; Menin 2019).

Redefining the Social Contract
The regime financed much of its expansion of the public sector, and the employ-
ment guarantees that came with it, within the framework of a rent economy. In 
this case, the natural resource from which to generate rents on the world mar-
ket is phosphate, of whose global reserves Morocco holds around 40%, making 
it the world’s most important exporter (Vaccari 2009). The heavy investment in 
the public sector came to a halt by the end of the 1970s. In 1975, the monarchy 
took control of Western Sahara, which resulted in heavy investments, both civil-
ian as well as military since it now engaged in an armed conflict with the Polisa-
rio movement, which claimed the territory’s independence. In addition, phosphate 
prices began to drop. This meant a reduction in government revenues, which 
could no longer cover the exorbitant public expenditures. Faced with massive fis-
cal instabilities, the monarchy sharply reduced public spending, which resulted 
in an increase in unemployment rates. At that time, major “bread riots” broke out 
in Casablanca in 1981. In 1983, Morocco had to agree to an International Mon-
etary Fund (IMF) and World Bank structural adjustment program (SAP). This 
SAP included a devaluation of the Moroccan currency, the dirham, liberalization 
of trade, and further public budget cuts (White 2001, p. 32).

Bogaert summarizes the monarchy’s strategy as a successive replacement of 
the old social contract of the development state with a new one, in which peo-
ple were “responsibilized” and encouraged to seize the opportunities of the (free) 
market. State power had to be redeployed and reorganized, not only to exploit 
strategic locations and redesign urban skylines but also to create neoliberal citi-
zens (self-reliant, entrepreneurial, individualized) and facilitate their integration 
into the formal market (“inclusive growth”). (Bogaert 2018, p. 166).

For university graduates, this meant that they could no longer count on a post 
as a public servant. Whereas between 1970 and 1977, university enrolment had 
tripled and the number of public servants had grown at an annual average rate 
of 5,5%, the unemployment rate among university graduates rose from 6,5% in 
1982 to 26% in 1991 and 40% in 2002 (Bogaert and Emperador Badimon 2011). 
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This rate tended to be higher among those with advanced degrees (Cohen and 
Jaidi 2006, p. 139), which is why Bennani-Chraïbi (2000, p. 143) even consid-
ered the integration of the educated urban young to be “the most pressing prob-
lem in Morocco today”. Since this assessment from two decades ago, things even 
have deteriorated, particularly since 2010, with unemployment rates of over 20% 
for people aged between 15 to 24 as the national average, and even over 45% in 
urban regions (Medias24 2017;  World Bank 2011).

Since Mohamed VI’s ascension to the throne, in 1999, educational reform 
has been one of the regime’s key priorities. Morocco was the first country in the 
NAWA region to introduce the Bachelor, Master, PhD system in its public univer-
sities (Kohstall 2012).

The Moroccan Unemployed Graduates Movement
First protests of unemployed university graduates date back to the early 1990s. In 
1991, activists founded the world’s first trade union-like organization for unem-
ployed graduates, the National Association of Moroccan Unemployed Gradu-
ates (ANDCM, Asociation Nationale de Diplômés Chômeurs du Maroc) (Sater 
2007, p. 97). The roots of the movement clearly developed out of university stu-
dents’ unions, like the UNEM, and the first activists shared a leftist ideology. 
However, they were frustrated with “traditional ideological politics” that had not 
brought any socio-economic improvements; meanwhile, their own and the pre-
vious generations’ experiences of the ‘Years of Lead’ had made them careful to 
avoid repression by the state forces. Against this backdrop, they opted for a form 
of “apolitical mobilization” (Emperador Badimon 2011b) focusing on one single 
subject: the right to employment in the public sector, and, concomitantly, opposi-
tion to recruitment through nepotism and patronage networks.

Among their central reference points were Articles 12 and 13 of the 1996 con-
stitution, which state that all citizens have “equal rights in seeking education and 
employment.” (13)4 and that “Opportunities for employment in public offices 
and positions shall be uniformly open to all citizens” (12); and two ministerial 
decrees, which guarantee direct employment into public service after complet-
ing a Master’s degree (Cohen and Jaidi 2006; Bogaert and Emperador Badimon 
2011).

The focus on the single subject of employment and the abstention from 
demands for any further political changes resulted in an approach that was very 
open-ended ideologically and that, from the very beginning, allowed Leftists, 
Islamists, Amazigh activists, and non-partisan graduates to come together for a 
common cause. This subverted the regime’s strategy of playing different actors 
against each other.
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At first, activists confined themselves to sit-ins and hunger strikes in the rela-
tively protected environments of the offices of supportive labor unions. However, 
after some years of consolidation and organizational expansion into more remote 
regions, the ANDCM adopted more public tactics, culminating, in 1995, in a 
nine-and-a-half-month sit-in—the longest in Moroccan history—outside the Min-
istry of Education. Ever since, their actions have been mainly street-based: dem-
onstrations and sit-ins in front of the parliament in the country’s capital, Rabat, 
demanding negotiations with the Minister of Labor, or, in case of repression, with 
the Minister of the Interior (Sater 2007, p. 94; Rachik 2010, p. 26; Emperador 
Badimon 2011b).

Within several years, a certain political ritual evolved: when protests inten-
sified, the government, employing methods of both repression and cooption, 
would regularly negotiate with the protesters and directly employ some of them 
in the public sector. The protest coordinators would in turn monitor their mem-
bers, using lists of participation, to make sure that only those who regularly and 
actively participated in the protests were employed. Activists were given tokens 
they had to return to their local coordinator after the demonstrations (Empera-
dor Badimon 2007, 2009b, 2011b; Bogaert and Emperador Badimon 2011). In 
some committees, those activists who exposed themselves to a higher degree to 
police violence, for example by forming the front row during sit-ins, would be 
given a higher ranking on the coordinators’ list.5 After successful negotiations 
and ensuing employment, the respective protest groups would dissolve, only to 
be replaced soon enough by new cohorts of fresh graduates who could not find 
public-sector jobs. In the course of this process, the structure of the ANDCM 
was successively side-lined and replaced by decentralized local chapters that in 
recent years organized not only based on region, but also on degree level, and 
thus became somewhat more exclusive.

At the time of my research, from 2014 to 2017, the activists would gather in 
groups (according to their local chapters) up to three days every week in a park 
situated 250 m from the Moroccan Parliament in Rabat. Usually, they would 
gather in circles and discuss organizational and strategic questions. When they 
decided they were enough activists for a significant protest, they would form a 
disciplined demonstration, many of them dressed in vests bearing their commit-
tees’ logos, and take to the streets. Organizers wearing special vests would walk 
alongside the demonstration and maintain order. In front of the parliament, the 
anti-riot brigades of the police would usually dissolve the demonstration. The 
activists applied a tactic called “provoke and run”: they ran from the police, then 
hid by mingling with passers-by on the avenue, only to return as soon as possible 
in smaller groups to the area outside the Parliament, where they would again take 
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out their banners and vests and recommence shouting and singing slogans until 
the police returned and chase them again.

In the following, I will take a closer look at the processes of engagement in the 
movement by introducing the life story of one of the activists, which I comple-
ment with findings from other interviews and the general literature.

An Activist Biography
Omar,6 who was in his early thirties at the time of the first interview in 2014, grew 
up in a small village in the Rif Mountains. He holds a BA and a MA in English 
Literature and was pursuing his PhD. Omar has five brothers and two sisters. His 
father, a tailor, had died when Omar was still a child. He emphasized that this was 
very difficult not only psychologically, but also socioeconomically. Most of his 
fellow students and colleagues remained financially dependent on their fathers. In 
his case, his oldest brother had to step in and support the family. He described his 
first experiences on the labor market after finishing his BA as follows:

I tried to find a job in the private sector. That was at the time that I had to go 
back to [my village] because staying in Fez requires a lot of money, because I 
had to rent an apartment—it was not easy. So I had to go back home, so at least 
I wouldn’t pay for the rent and the food. I tried my best; I applied many times to 
get a job but always in vein.

In comparison to other activists, Omar was lucky to actually find a job in 
the formal private sector, in a private high school. The salary, however, was not 
enough to allow him to start a family:

Then I worked as a teacher for primary school students from 2007 to 2010 
…. I would work for fifteen hours per week and I would be paid 1,500 dirhams 
(around $150) each month. So later on, I just made up my mind and I realized 
that continuing in that position wouldn’t help me establish a family, because with 
1,500 dirhams it is simply impossible.

Many other unemployed activists emphasize that in fact, they are working, as 
they struggle to get by with any job that comes up, usually in the informal sector, 
for example as private tutors for high school students. However, as Omar’s expe-
rience in the formal sector shows, the wage there does often not allow for real-
izing personal goals, such as marriage. Accordingly, almost all the activists were 
unmarried. Some had boyfriends or girlfriends, but many of their relationships 
ended—or were “ended” by their own or their partners’ parents—because the had 
not accumulated enough capital and lacked employment prospects to provide to 
start a household and provide for a family. Omar recounted that he quit his job in 
the private school to continue his studies in order to increase his chances to one 
day be employed on a higher rank in the public sector.
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A Precarious Cycle of Lifelong Learning

Most of the other interviewees shared similar experiences and decision-making 
processes. They re-enrolled, precisely because they could not find a job according 
to their qualifications. They affirmed that not putting their qualifications to work 
would solidify their precarious position and thus render their degree useless after 
they and their families had invested so much time and money in their education. 
In the meantime, their peers who had not studied at university had at least gained 
several years of work experience and reputation, and they often already earned 
more than their graduate peers would in their first job. The primary reasons for 
their preference for the public sector were secure pay, health insurance, social 
security, retirement benefits, and social prestige (Emperador Badimon 2011a). 
Catusse (2013, p. XV) understands the unemployed graduates’ mobilization not 
only as the expression of a right to work that is justified by individual and col-
lective investment in university education but also as a demand for protection in 
a society in which public employment offers by far the most abundant access to 
social rights.

Those interviewees who were holding jobs in the formal private job market 
would report that often they were simply not paid, or only with several months’ 
delay, and that they had to work many hours of unpaid overtime.

Protest as Part of the Transition

At the same time, many students saw re-enrolling at the university as tantamount 
to preparing for several years of protests in Rabat with the Unemployed Gradu-
ates Movement. Omar explained:

Most, if not all, of the students go through this step. When they decide to 
apply for the master’s program, they already have in mind that they will come to 
Rabat [to protest with the Unemployed Graduates Movement] after they get their 
MA because they know they will not find a job afterwards. Our university pro-
duces thousands of students, and they find themselves on the streets. They think 
it will be much better to get the MA and come to Rabat to demonstrate for one 
or two or three years … If you are lucky you demonstrate for only one year and 
get a job. In the previous generations [of graduates], there are some who demon-
strated only for one year and they got a job at the end.

Here, protesting after graduation seems like an almost logical step in a transi-
tion from higher education to employment, which for them was the step to finan-
cial independence, the economic key marker of adulthood. This is relevant to both 
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the temporal and spatial dimensions. Like Omar, all the activists I talked to came 
from the rural periphery, and they lacked networks in the metropoles, where pub-
lic sector recruitment was conducted. The decision to travel regularly between 
their home universities and protests in the capital also meant significant financial 
expense. Some activists regularly commuted to Rabat from as far as Oujda, on the 
northeastern border with Algeria, a twenty-hour train ride away. Omar, like many 
other activists, was co-renting rooms in two cities, one room that he shared with 
eleven other students in Rabat, where he would come to protest every week from 
Tuesday to Thursday, and another room that he shared with seven fellow students 
in Fez, where he was enrolled at the university.

The “Arab Spring” as a Rupture: Ushering in the End 
of the Movement?

At the center of the movement’s discourse and framing strategy is a critique of 
the nepotistic and corrupt recruitment procedures in the concours examinations 
for public sector employment, arguing that the examiners would naturally favor 
their own families or admit applicants in exchange for exorbitant bribes. It might 
seem contradictory that, in their protests, the activists at the same time demand 
their own hiring without any concours or qualification exams. The protesters to a 
certain degree take as a given the logic of cooption in the sense that they aim for 
a, so to say, “meritocratic and transparent cooption,” deliberately using political 
protest as a resource to get a job.

To link this to the discussions on temporality in youth transitions, Wyn and 
Woodman’s (2007) critique that in many youth transition perspectives, the 
Baby Boomer generation often served as an implicit and generalized blueprint, 
against which the trajectories of young people today are measured, points to a 
legitimate scholarly problem. However, the Moroccan unemployed illustrate 
the strategic and normative leverage that comes with such a comparison from 
an activist’s perspective. By strategically referencing the living conditions and 
social guarantees of the previous generation, who in this context grew up under 
the youth transitions regime of the development state (and its career prospects), 
they are defending a particular moral economy (Thompson 1971). The category 
of generation in this sense is also valid in that these graduates are, in the large 
majority of cases, the first generation of their families to have attained a univer-
sity degree. What further unites them as a generational unit (Mannheim [1928] 
1952) is the above mentioned spatial mobility pattern. All the activists I talked to 
came from small villages or small towns at the rural margins. Their protests thus  
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also express the power relations between the periphery and the metropoles in the 
Moroccan kingdom.

With their ‘apolitical mobilization’, they obviously resist the shift to a youth 
transitions regime that would individualize and de-politicize the risks of unem-
ployment, and instead refer to the old social pact under Hassan II, i.e. the prom-
ises of the development state of the Moroccanization period. Often, they directly 
address the king as guarantor of national unity and social justice, and activists 
like Omar clearly attributed the decision-making powers in this regard to the 
makhzen: “Those who are finding jobs for the students are not the government, 
but rather the deep, real rulers—I am talking about the king and his entourage. It 
is they who decide to employ these people.”

In our first interview in 2014, Omar emphasized that the amount of time spent 
protesting in Rabat required to finally get a post as a civil servant was very vari-
able: “It depends on the political situation. For us, I would say we are ((laugh-
ing)) not lucky enough because of the Arab Spring, for me it was like a curse to 
the unemployed movement.”

In 2011, a new protest movement had formed in Morocco, motivated by the 
protests and revolutions in Tunisia and Egypt, and initiated mostly by young 
people: the 20th of February Movement (M20F), which, on that date in 2011, 
mobilized the largest demonstrations since independence, in fifty-three cities in 
Morocco. Its demands were mainly political: a democratization of the constitu-
tion, an independent judiciary, effective measures against the endemic corrup-
tion. In my interviews with M20F activists in the cities, some drew a thick line 
between social movements—which, in their view, pursued particularistic inter-
ests—and M20F as a political movement. Nevertheless, although sometimes mar-
ginalized, social issues were also addressed, particularly at the periphery of the 
M20F protests (Catusse 2013; Emperador Badimon 2019).

Omar recounts that the government, at the time headed by the Istiqlal Party,7 
worried that the well-organized Unemployed Graduates Movement would join 
forces with the M20F, and that this would result in a dynamic that could threaten 
the established order. In response, they offered the currently protesting cohorts of 
unemployed graduates over four thousand jobs in the public sector in exchange for 
not joining the M20F. However, many of the interviewees contended that the Istiqlal 
cadres abused the agreement and directly employed many graduates who were not 
even on the lists provided by the movement; they suspected that these posts were 
given to graduates from families better connected in the patronage networks.

What is more, when Istiqlal was ousted in the ensuing parliamentary elections 
in 2011, the incoming Islamist Justice and Development party finally ended the 
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negotiations with the unemployed graduates. Since then, there has been no more 
direct employment of members of the movement. Omar recounted:

The government had never before offered that many jobs, and now it was sim-
ply too much; they could not employ more people. That’s why the Arab Spring 
was a curse for us, for the following generations of unemployed graduates. When 
things began to calm down after the 20th of February, we knew the makhzen 
would not employ us anymore.

The movement continues protesting, but since 2011, it has not had any further 
success in negotiating public employment. Last time I visited Omar in 2017 in 
Fez, he had disengaged from the movement. Instead, he was focused on submit-
ting his PhD thesis, and was struggling to get by with precarious jobs at the uni-
versity and in the informal sector. Many of his fellow activists, however, were 
continuing to protest, together with the new cohorts of graduates that Moroccan 
universities had produced since 2011.

It remains to be seen if their protests will prove successful in the future, or 
if the ‘Arab Spring’ retrospectively marked the end of the Unemployed Gradu-
ates Movement, and thus the end of a key conflict in the re-configuration of the 
Moroccan youth transitions regime.

Conclusion

The Moroccan Unemployed Graduates Movement illustrates very vividly that 
transitions to adulthood are a matter of social and political struggle, and that the 
respective re-configurations in youth transitions regimes are subject to resist-
ance and negotiation. Faced with the dire and precarious prospects of the largely 
unprotected private job market, the activists reject the individualization of the 
risks of their transition from higher education to the labor market. Instead, they 
put forward the moral economy of the old social contract of the developmental 
state, which would have guaranteed them transitions to adulthood characterized 
by a secure post in the public sector and extensive social rights.

The movement does seem very particularistic and ‘apolitical’ at first sight. 
Accordingly, it does not offer a Western audience a case for easy identifica-
tion and idealization, as many of the ‘Arab Spring’ protesters did. Instead, the 
movement illustrates the constraints of long-term social mobilization under a 
repressive post-colonial regime. One important aspect is that the movement 
negotiates not only a temporal passage, but also a spatial relationship. Because 
the vast majority of the activists come from rural areas, either small villages or 
small towns at the rural margins, their protest also expresses the power relations 
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between the periphery and the metropoles in the Moroccan kingdom. In terms of 
space, the Moroccan case and a look at its history of structural adjustment pro-
grams imposed by the IMF and World Bank also illustrates that youth transitions 
regimes are not limited to the framework of the nation-state, but are embedded in 
international power structures.

Endnotes
1. I have argued elsewhere that the focus should be placed on precariousness 

instead of waithood, since the latter focus suggests passivity and fails to 
encapsulate the often hectic schedules that characterize the daily lives of many 
young people in the region. Many of them do in fact work a lot, mainly in the 
informal market, but their jobs, as exhausting as they might be, do not gener-
ate enough income to form or maintain a family (Schwarz 2017).

2. For a better understanding of the word makhzen, which would translate 
directly as ‘magazine’, see Daadaoui (2016, pp. 41–42): “Definitions of the 
makhzen formulated either through interviews with politicians, or by makhzen 
scholars, lack a precise sense of the notion of the concept. Makhzen, for most 
Moroccans, is an apparatus of state violence and domination, and at the same 
time a system of representation of traditional royal power. Makhzen is also a 
system of conflict resolution controlled by the king, who dominates all fields 
of the social universe. It evokes fear, awe, and respect in the Moroccan politi-
cal culture and refers to a patrimonial institution that has managed to adapt to 
the realities of modern Moroccan politics. A clear conception of makhzen is 
still elusive and, to capture its meaning, a cursory look at its origins and his-
torical development seems necessary at this point.” See also Daadaoui 2014.

3. The Imazighen (sg. Amazigh, “free man”)—or Berbers, a term that some 
activists reject, since it is associated with “barbarity”—consider themselves 
the indigenous population of the Maghrib, those who inhabited the region 
before the invasion of Arab tribes. Tamazigh, a language of the Afro-Asian 
family that is present in Morocco in three regional varieties, is often referred 
to as the strongest distinguishing feature from Arab cultural identity. The 
Moroccan Amazigh movement, which has developed along social and cul-
tural cleavages in the last decades, is a cultural and political nationalist move-
ment that opposes the projects of a Pan-Arab or Islamist hegemony, and the 
concomitant social exclusion and marginalization of the Amazigh population 
(Maddy-Weitzmann 2011, 2017).

4. For an English version of the Moroccan constitution see: https://www.ref-
world.org/docid/3ae6b5454.html.

5. Personal communication by one activist to the author, November 2014.

https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b5454.html
https://www.refworld.org/docid/3ae6b5454.html
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6. All the names of interviewees were pseudonymized, and all the local and tem-
poral references were altered, in order to protect the interviewees’ identities 
and those of the persons that are mentioned in their life stories.

7. The Istiqlal, or Independence Party, was the first political party founded in 
Morocco. It has nationalist, Pan-Arab leanings and has headed the government 
for six legislative terms.
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