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L IBYA’S ONGOING CIVIL STRIFE has made it easy to 
forget that for a brief period after the 2011 fall of 

longtime dictator Muammar Qadhafi, signs pointed to 
a successful transition away from authoritarianism for 
this oil-rich country on the Mediterranean. A nascent 
civil society, a negotiated process aimed at creating 
stable political institutions, and a national election indi-
cating broad support for a political leadership that was 
neither Islamist nor autocratic fueled cautious optimism 
about Libya’s future. However, by 2012 serious ob-
stacles to democratization had emerged. Arguably the 
two most formidable such impediments have been the 
lack of a political and civic culture, following forty-two 
years of dictatorship, and the proliferation of weapons 
and militias undermining the state’s monopoly on the 
use of force. As a result of these conditions, militarized 
groups have assumed key responsibilities for gover-
nance and service provision, and tribes have emerged 
as the leading civil society actors. This paper explores 
these developments and considers their implications 
for Libya’s democratic prospects in the post–Arab  
Spring environment.

VOTING FOR CHANGE
The uprising against the Qadhafi regime in 2011 start-
ed with calls for reform, justice, and accountability by 
families of the victims of the infamous Abu Salim mas-
sacre of June 29, 1996, in which more than 1,100 
inmates were killed by security services. When the Qa-
dhafi regime responded brutally to the peaceful protes-
tors, the situation escalated into calls for the regime’s 
downfall. Led by the bar association, intellectuals, and 
students, the protestors outside Benghazi’s courthouse 
in 2011 demanded freedom, justice, accountability, 
and democracy. 

The first phase of the political transition concluded in 
August 2012, almost a year after Qadhafi’s death, with 
the peaceful transfer of power from the National Tran-
sitional Council (NTC), a body that had led the armed 
uprising against Qadhafi, to the General National Con-
gress (GNC), the country’s first democratically elected 
legislative body in more than four decades. The elec-
tion of the GNC was widely seen as rushed, but Libya’s 
transitional leaders, no less than the countries that had 
intervened militarily to help topple the Qadhafi regime, 
were eager to register a success and frame the interven-
tion in Libya as a successful model. 

The results of the 2012 GNC elections, which saw 62 
percent voter turnout, offer insight into Libyans’ choice 
for their country’s political future. The election results 
showed the nationalists, represented by the National 
Forces Alliance (NFA) of former wartime prime minis-
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ter Mahmoud Jibril, dominating party-list races, secur-
ing around 50 percent of the popular vote and winning 
thirty-nine out of the eighty seats designated for party 
lists. However, in the race for the individual seats, the 
NFA only won 21 percent, with these individual seats 
comprising 40 percent of the NFA’s total seats. 

The Justice and Construction Party (JCP), the Mus-
lim Brotherhood’s political arm in Libya, won the sec-
ond highest number of party seats with 21 percent of the 
popular vote. However, the JCP doubled its representa-
tion in the GNC through the individual candidate races, 
winning seventeen seats, or 14 percent of the total. Salafi 
parties performed poorly in the party-seat races, winning 
only four seats. But through the individual candidate rac-
es, the Salafists outperformed the JCP and did nearly as 
well as the NFA. Thus, they were able to boost their GNC 
representation, winning twenty-three seats, or around 20 
percent of the total. The Salafists’ individual candidates 
accounted for roughly 85 percent of the Salafist GNC 
seats and went on to form what was known as the Mar-
tyrs Bloc within the GNC. This discrepancy in the vote 
between party lists and individual candidates likely owed 
to the voters’ lack of familiarity with the individual candi-
dates’ political affiliations and backgrounds. When given 
a choice between political parties, by contrast, it was 
relatively easier for voters to distinguish between those 
parties and cast a more well-informed vote. 

The electoral majority for the NFA within the GNC 
and its dominant share of the national vote demonstrat-
ed that Libyans wanted to move beyond the “Islamists or 
autocrats” choice. They had picked a relatively progres-
sive coalition in the first democratic elections in more 
than four decades. The NFA was made up of figures 
of nationalist persuasion and former regime technocrats 
with strong support among tribes. 

Indeed, many Libyans describe 2012 as the best year 
of the transition because thousands of people engaged 
with civil society organizations or participated in political 
activities, joining political parties, taking part in training 
courses and voter-awareness campaigns about electoral 
processes, running for election, and casting their vote. 
It was a truly positive, fulfilling experience for a large 
number of Libyans.

Meanwhile, encouraged by Islamist gains in neigh-

boring Egypt and Tunisia, Libya’s Islamists insisted on a 
system of proportional representation based on alternat-
ing lists between male and female candidates, in which 
parties would win seats based on their share of the vote. 
(Alternating lists guarantee an equal number of male 
and female candidates for party lists.) By contrast, some 
nationalists and liberal-leaning members in the former 
NTC insisted on a majoritarian electoral system, in which 
seats would be won by individual candidates who earned 
the highest number of votes. In addition to this political 
feud, the unfolding power struggle had a regional ele-
ment. Federalists in eastern Libya, backed by key tribal 
figures, protested what they deemed unfair representa-
tion for the eastern Libyan region of Cyrenaica (known 
as Barqa in Arabic). The 200 seats of the GNC were di-
vided among the western region of Tripolitania with 106 
seats, the eastern region of Cyrenaica with 60 seats, and 
the southern region of Fezzan with 34 seats. Armed fed-
eralists in the eastern city of Benghazi attempted to vio-
lently disrupt the elections but did not succeed.1

The struggle between Islamist and non-Islamist 
groups within parliament debilitated the performance 
of Libya’s highest political authority, and Libyans soon 
grew disillusioned with political parties. Toward the end 
of the GNC’s term, nationwide protests erupted, with 
protestors demanding the elimination of political party 
lists in favor of individual lists. Indeed, the February 17 
committee that was tasked by the parliament to draft the 
new electoral law heeded the protestors’ demand and 
scrapped the party lists for the ensuing legislative elec-
tion. But in an unintended way, the move represented a 
setback for democracy in post-Qadhafi Libya. Political 
parties are one of the pillars of a functioning democra-
cy, and eliminating them gave rise to personality-driven 
politics that many feared would eventually pave the way 
for a new autocratic regime in Libya. 

EMERGING THREATS TO  
DEMOCRATIZ ATION
The euphoria of 2011 and 2012 notwithstanding, signs 
of impending failure soon emerged. An initial indica-
tion of looming trouble came with the September 2012 
attack on the U.S. consulate in Benghazi that killed Am-
bassador Christopher Stevens, just over a month after 
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the GNC took office. In the ensuing months, Libya’s 
political leaders and groups chose to strengthen armed 
militias that aligned with their interests and political 
agenda, using them as a political weapon to influence 
and dominate politics in post-Qadhafi Libya, with cata-
strophic consequences in the immediate term and huge 
implications for long-term stability and democracy. 
When, for example, following the murder of Ambassa-
dor Stevens, civil society activists mobilized thousands 
of people to protest against militias in Benghazi and 
called for a regular army and police, the GNC presi-
dent Muhammad Yousuf al-Magariaf and then prime 
minister–designate Mustafa Abushagur appeared in a 
press conference in Benghazi beside the leaders of the 
same militias against which thousands had been pro-
testing. Civil society activists and Libyans more gener-
ally deemed this display of a burgeoning alliance to be 
a legitimization of militias and a betrayal of nonviolent 
activists’ call to disband militias.

Ultimately, Libya’s transitional leaders underestimated 
or ignored the threat posed by scattered weapons and 
armed militias. Instead of coming up with a unified vi-
sion and strategy for disarmament, demobilization, and 
reintegration, political blocs within the GNC embarked 
on a bitter struggle to defend and legitimize militias loyal 
to them and integrate them into the state security and 
military structures. It did not take long before militias 
and their leaders gained the real power, overwhelming 
politicians and political groups. Libya’s leaders, along 
with the foreign governments that had helped overthrow 
Qadhafi, ignored the warning signs and failed to an-
ticipate or stop Libya’s downward spiral into chaos and 
lawlessness, creating fertile ground for jihadist groups. 
By 2014, the Islamic State had set up a province in Lib-
ya’s eastern city of Darnah. 

Another setback for democracy has been the milita-
rization of eastern Libya, a trend that could expand to 
the western and southern regions.2 The militarization 
started on June 19, 2016, when the head of the Libyan 
parliament in Tobruk, Aguila Saleh, declared a state of 
emergency and appointed the Libyan National Army’s 
chief of staff, Gen. Abdul Razzaq al-Nadori, as a military 
governor for the eastern region. Nadori’s appointment 
happened without a clear legislative mandate encom-

passing the work of a military governor or specifying his 
powers and competencies in a state of emergency. Soon 
after his appointment, Nadori began replacing demo-
cratically elected local municipal councils with military 
governors. By the time of this writing, seven democrati-
cally elected municipal councils had been replaced with 
military governors. 

The appointments seem to have the support of local 
communities in most of the eastern Libyan municipalities 
targeted with the militarization exercise, reflecting the in-
ability of democratically elected local authorities to de-
liver the most basic services to their voters. Indeed, no 
public opposition to these moves has arisen from civil so-
ciety or even the democratically elected authorities, and 
neither the international community nor the United Na-
tions–backed Presidential Council has condemned the 
moves. Furthermore, some democratically elected may-
ors have requested that a military governor replace them, 
citing their inability to tackle crimes and reduce lawless-
ness in their municipalities. This gives the impression that 
democracy and democratic practices have lost their legit-
imacy in today’s Libya. Given the choice between security 
and stability on one hand and democracy on the other, 
the majority of Libyans—at least, in the eastern region of 
Cyrenaica—have evidently made their selection. 

TRIBES AND THE LIMITATIONS  
OF CIVIL SOCIETY 
Throughout its modern history, Libya lacked a political 
culture in the form of political parties, an organized civil 
society, or labor unions. During and after the 2011 up-
rising, civil society flourished, with thousands of new lo-
cal and nationally registered civil society organizations 
(CSOs) cropping up alongside an increase in print me-
dia and private radio and television stations. Prominent 
examples of CSOs that emerged during this period in-
cluded the “Benghazi Rescue Friday” movement, born 
out of protests against the killing of Ambassador Ste-
vens. The movement, which grew into an antimilitia and 
antiextremism campaign, went on for many weeks and 
attracted thousands of supporters. 

However, on June 8, 2013, around 40 people were 
killed and more than 150 injured when an Islamist 
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armed group known as the Libya Shield opened fire on 
protestors outside its barracks. Following the deadly at-
tack, fewer people attended the protests, believing that 
their demonstrations would be futile against the power 
of militias and guns. Additionally, key activists who had 
organized the protests were either assassinated or in-
timidated into silence. Less than a year later, activists 
and civilians in Benghazi found themselves supporting 
a military campaign led by Gen. Khalifa Haftar against 
the same Islamist militias in what has been dubbed Op-
eration Dignity, or Karama in Arabic. Civil society and 
pro-democracy activists were forced by the reality on 
the ground to choose between two extremes, support-
ing either a military campaign that would later turn into 
a full militarization exercise or chaos in which extremist 
Islamist militias dominated.

Another example of a nationwide civil society initiative 
was the so-called November 9 movement, also known 
as the “no extension movement,” formed in response to 
an announcement by the Islamist-dominated GNC that 
it would extend its mandate one year beyond the Febru-
ary 7, 2014, deadline set by the temporary constitutional 
declaration, the country’s political transition roadmap. 
After several weeks of protests, the GNC yielded to pres-
sure and agreed to hold new parliamentary elections in 
June 2014. 

Such examples notwithstanding, many civil society or-
ganizations that emerged post-2011 were silenced by 
militias’ guns, assassinations, kidnapping, intimidation, 
or self-imposed exile. 

If civil society organizations lacked a historical foun-
dation in Qadhafi’s Libya, nonorganized civil society, in-
cluding broader societal movements and nonstate actors 
such as tribes, had always played an important role in 
Libya’s political scene and governing structures. Tribes, 
in particular, had well-established, if informal, structures 
and traditions that positioned them to emerge as a lead-
ing civil society actor in the post-Qadhafi period. During 
Qadhafi’s reign, tribes were exploited as tools to secure 
his rule, with the dictator granting tribes the space to 
exercise, implement their traditions and rules, and incor-
porate themselves into his model of “direct democracy” 
as explained in his Green Book. Tribal associations, or 
fayliat shabiyah, played an important role in maintaining 

social peace, resolving disputes, and advising on gover-
nance issues in their respective municipalities. 

The conventional wisdom on tribes and tribal struc-
tures in Libya has been that they wield less influence in 
big urban centers such as Tripoli and Benghazi, where 
most of Libya’s population resides. But in Libya’s violent 
uprising and the instability that followed, people sought 
security and protection in their most basic enclaves of 
tribes, ethnic groups, and clans. Most notably, after 
2011, when it became dangerous for judges to func-
tion, following a series of assassinations and assassina-
tion attempts, the tribes stepped in to provide security, 
protection, and social justice to those who subscribed to 
the tribal structures or sought their help. The tribes’ well-
established societal structures are grounded in their own 
traditions and even have penal codes to settle disputes 
and resolve criminal cases outside the court system. 

Increasingly, tribes are becoming the dominant non-
state actors, collectively constituting a nonviolent player 
in Libya’s political scene, especially in the eastern and 
southern regions of Cyrenaica and Fezzan, respectively. 
Political parties and successive governments have sought 
tribal support or assistance in resolving localized con-
flicts involving various groups, cities, or tribes. Addition-
ally, tribal help was sought in the resolution of national 
disputes such as the oil terminal crisis in 2013, in which 
tribes did not sufficiently trust the central authority to help 
reopen the oil terminals that had been shut down by 
the Petroleum Facilities Guards, an armed group led by 
Ibrahim Jadhran. Or consider September 2016, when 
the head of the Magharba tribe—which resides in the 
oil-producing areas where Libya’s four main oil termi-
nals are located—facilitated and supported the capture 
of the oil terminals by forces loyal to the government 
in eastern Libya led by General Haftar. Tribal support 
proved crucial in delivering a quick and relatively peace-
ful victory for Haftar’s Libyan National Army, as tribal 
leaders managed to convince many of Jadhran’s men to 
lay down their weapons and join the LNA instead. 3

Additionally, tribes have played a key role in local 
reconciliation and peace-building efforts, particularly in 
the western and southern regions. However, when tribes 
were invited to take part in the UN-led political dialogue 
process, their ensuing engagement was not successful. 
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The UN Support Mission in Libya invited tribal leaders 
to participate in a tribal-dialogue track of the broader 
political-dialogue process but mismanaged the process, 
thus failing to bring tribes together to meet under the UN 
banner. Furthermore, some leading tribal figures have 
always expressed skepticism about the UN role in Libya. 

PROSPECTS FOR DEMOCRACY
Today, more than five years since the overthrow of the 
Qadhafi regime, Libya is a deeply polarized and di-
vided country, with three different governments claim-
ing legitimacy and engaged in a zero-sum struggle to 
control the country’s resources and key institutions. This 
political and institutional fragmentation has disrupted 
the country’s oil production for more than two years 
and led to the erosion of the country’s finances, with 
the World Bank warning in its latest economic outlook 
report that Libya’s economy is near collapse.4

The lack of a political and civic culture after forty-
two years of dictatorship has weighed heavily on Libya’s 
prospects for democratic consolidation. After an initial 
burst of promising political activity and civil society ac-
tivism, CSOs and the media became deeply politicized 
through their links to political groups and figures. Thus, 
CSOs became parties to the conflict rather than tools 
of democracy, peace, and nation building. Since 2012, 
democracy activists, politicians, and human rights 
groups that espoused principles of justice, human rights, 
rule of law, and democracy have been silenced by as-
sassinations and kidnappings or sidelined by the ongo-
ing conflict. Beyond the threat of violence, these groups 
have been silenced by their own communities, many of 
which increasingly see those with guns—and not the 
democratically elected officials—as providers of security 
and stability. Many within Libyan society, especially in the 

eastern region of Cyrenaica, believe that only those who 
lead the war can achieve security, stability, and peace. 

It will take years and possibly decades for Libya’s civic 
political culture to take root and produce an environment 
conducive to democracy, in which citizens face a viable 
choice between autocrats and Islamists. However, wor-
rying about democracy alone in Libya today seems like 
a luxury for many who are struggling to provide for their 
own families. Yet human dignity and security, justice and 
universal human rights cannot wait decades. Against this 
backdrop, a national civic push similar to the November 
9 movement could have a huge and positive impact by 
underlining these fundamental principles as a path to-
ward sustainable peace and stability. For that to happen, 
Libya’s intellectuals, political and human rights activists, 
and social groups, including tribes, will need to make 
their case for such a governance framework and work 
at the grassroots level to raise awareness. Undoubtedly, 
substantial progress will require a level of stability and 
security hard to imagine in Libya today.
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