
 1

 



 2

Table of Contents 

MAP OF LIBYA 4 

CHAPTER 1: PROFILE 5 

INTRODUCTION 5 
AREA 5 
GEOGRAPHICAL REGIONS AND FEATURES 6 
TRIPOLITANIA (WESTERN REGION) 6 
FEZZAN 7 
CYRENAICA 7 
CLIMATE 8 
BODIES OF WATER 9 
MAJOR CITIES 9 
TRIPOLI 10 
BENGHAZI 10 
MISRATAH 10 
SABHA 11 
AL KHUFRAH 11 
HISTORY 12 
EARLY HISTORY 12 
OTTOMAN RULE 12 
THE SANUSI BROTHERHOOD 13 
COLONY OF ITALY 13 
INDEPENDENCE 14 
A REVOLUTIONARY REGIME 15 
QADHAFI REHABILITATED 16 
ECONOMY 17 
GOVERNMENT 17 
MEDIA 18 
ETHNIC GROUPS 18 
LANGUAGES 20 

CHAPTER 2 RELIGION 21 

INTRODUCTION 21 
RELIGION AND THE STATE 21 
ISLAM 23 
RELIGION IN DAILY LIFE 23 
PLACE OF WORSHIP 24 
RELIGIOUS HOLIDAYS 24 
AL-HIJRA (NEW YEAR’S DAY) 24 
RAMADAN 25 

CHAPTER 3 TRADITIONS 27 



 3

INTRODUCTION 27 
HONOR AND VALUES 27 
GREETINGS 28 
DRESS CODES 29 
HOSPITALITY AND GIFT-GIVING 30 
FOOD AND EATING HABITS 31 
SOCIAL EVENTS 32 
WEDDINGS 32 
DEATH AND BURIAL CUSTOMS 33 
NON-RELIGIOUS HOLIDAYS AND FESTIVALS 34 
NATIONAL HOLIDAYS 35 
FESTIVALS 35 
DO’S AND DON’TS 36 

CHAPTER 4 URBAN LIFE 37 

INTRODUCTION 37 
HEALTH CARE 37 
TELECOMMUNICATIONS 39 
TRANSPORTATION 40 
RESTAURANTS & DINING 41 
MARKETPLACE 43 

CHAPTER 5 RURAL LIFE 46 

INTRODUCTION 46 
TRIBAL DISTRIBUTION 46 
RURAL AUTHORITY 47 
EDUCATION 48 
HEALTH CARE 48 
TRANSPORTATION & LODGING 49 
CHECKPOINTS 50 
LAND MINES 52 

CHAPTER 6 FAMILY LIFE 53 

INTRODUCTION 53 
STATUS OF WOMEN 54 
MARRIAGE 56 
DIVORCE 57 
LIFE STAGES 58 
CHILDREN 58 
THE ELDERLY 58 
NAMING CONVENTIONS 59 



 4

Map of Libya 
 

 



 5

Chapter 1: Profile 

Introduction 
The modern state of Libya was established in 1951, when three 
historically distinct regions—Tripolitania, Cyrenaica, and Fezzan—
were consolidated into the Kingdom of Libya. The country’s 
subsequent development was largely shaped by the discovery and 
export of its vast oil reserves. Under the Libyan monarchy, 
development of the oil industry brought immense revenues to what 
had been an extremely poor country. Libya’s poverty was due in 
large part to its historical lack of a viable agricultural base—a 
consequence of its desert environment.1  
 
After failing to fairly distribute the state’s newfound wealth among the general 
population, the Libyan monarchy was toppled in 1969 in a revolutionary coup led by 
Muammar Qadhafi. In the ensuing decades, Qadhafi used oil revenues to fund socialist 
reforms at home while pursuing pan-Arab and anti-Western policies abroad. 
Domestically, Qadhafi’s reforms led to the formation of a “stateless” state, meaning 
power was theoretically vested in the people but actually held by Qadhafi’s regime.2 
National oil revenues provided the general population with government jobs, low-cost 
housing, and social services. But people lacked social freedoms and true political 
representation. In addition, the controlled economy provided limited employment 
opportunities outside the public sector. Today, these conditions remain largely the same, 
despite the Qadhafi regime’s recent shift toward privatization. 
 
Within Qadhafi’s Libya, Arab culture—characterized by Islam and the Arabic 
language—is the basic social bond for the majority of the Libyan people. Ethnically a 
mix of Arab and Berber (Imazighan), Libyans have recently seen their society reopen to 
the West following a sustained period of isolation. Libyan society remains rooted in 
tradition, with an emphasis on religious, familial, and tribal allegiances. The chance of 
sweeping social reform is low.  

Area 
Libya is located in North Africa, on the southern edge of the Mediterranean Sea. It shares 
borders with six countries: Tunisia to the northwest, Algeria to the west, Niger to the 
southwest, Chad to the south, Sudan to the southeast, and Egypt to the east. The 
Mediterranean Sea in the north is Libya’s only natural boundary. Measuring 1,770 km 
(1,100 mi), Libya’s shoreline is the longest of any African nation bordering the 
Mediterranean. Overall, Libya encompasses an area of 1,759,540 sq km (679,358 sq mi), 

                                                 
1 Libya’s Qadhafi: The Politics of Contradiction. El-Kikhia, Mansour. “Chapter 2: Through the Eyes of 
History [p. 23].” 1997. Gainesville: University of Florida Press. 
2 A History of Modern Libya. Vandewalle, Dirk. “Introduction: Libya, The Enigmatic Oil State [pp. 1–5].” 
2006. New York: Cambridge University Press. 
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making it Africa’s fourth largest country. By comparison, it is slightly larger than 
Alaska.3  

Geographical Regions and Features 
Libya’s three historical divisions of Tripolitania, Fezzan, 
and Cyrenaica formerly corresponded to provincial 
boundaries. Because more than 90% of the country lies 
within the Saharan belt, Libya comprises mostly desert 
and semi-desert terrain.4 The Sahara’s rocky plains and 
enormous sand seas contrast sharply with the arable 
lowland plains that run along portions of the northern 
coastline.5 

Tripolitania (Western Region) 
Tripolitania, the most populous region, comprises the northwestern portion of the 
country. The Sahel al-Jefara, or Jefara Plain, runs along the Mediterranean coastline in 
the far northwest of the region. Tripoli, the major urban center lies along the coast in the 
eastern part of the plain. Reaching a maximum width of approximately 120 km (75 mi), 
the triangular plain’s elevation increases as it extends south toward the Jebel Nafusah, a 
volcanic plateau.6 The topography of the plain is varied. Inland from the sandy beaches 
and marshes of the coast, the plain’s northern regions are used for dry-land agriculture 
and well-driven irrigated farming. South of the arable land, ridges and areas of loose 
gravel and sand stretch to the northern escarpment of the Jebel Nafusah. Traces of ancient 
volcanism are visible in the black rock formations and lava fissures of the escarpment. 
Some of these fissures were further divided over time by wadis (formerly channels from 
water runoff), creating a number of distinct massifs.7 The Jebel Nafusah reaches a high 
point of about 980 m (3,215 ft).8 The plateau’s southern side gently slopes downward 
toward the Sahara. The rocky, largely barren al-Hammadah al-Hamra Plateau stretches 
across southern Tripolitania.9 

                                                 
3 Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook. “Libya.” 6 October 2009. 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ly.html 
4 Central Intelligence Agency. The Encyclopedia of Earth. “Libya.” 2 June 2009. 
http://www.eoearth.org/article/Libya 
5 Somali Press. “Libya Overview: Geography of Libya.” No date. http://www.somalipress.com/libya-
overview/geography-libya-1087.html 
6 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Libya: A Country Study. Berry, LaVerle. “Chapter 2: 
The Society and Its Environment: Geography: Regions.” Helen Chapin Metz, Ed. 1987. 
http://memory.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?frd/cstdy:@field(DOCID+ly0045)  
7 Massifs consist of hardened elevated crust or mountainous regions where individual peaks are formed or 
separated from surrounding rocks by combined forces of uplift and erosion. The Middle East: A Physical, 
Social, and Regional Geography, Seventh Edition. Fisher, William Bayne. “Chapter 18: Libya: Tripolitania 
[p. 542].” 1978. London: Methuen & Co. 
8 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Nafusah Plateau.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9054632 
9 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “al-Hammadah al-Hamra.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-
9039089 
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Fezzan 
The least populated region, Fezzan comprises the 
southwestern portion of Libya.10 Topographically, 
Fezzan consists of an elevated great basin marked by 
numerous east–west oriented depressions and vast idehan 
(sand seas) of the northern Sahara. Hidden in the region’s 
sweeping expanses of sand dunes are oases with 
vegetation and, in some cases, small lakes. Some ancient 
oasis cities remain important outposts in Fezzan. 
Depressed areas among the dunes conceal desiccated riverbeds (wadis) that lead to dry 
basins (sarir) where large salt deposits exist. Basins that have been filled by shifting 
sands are called ergs. Exposed, wind-eroded rock plateaus known as hamada are another 
common feature of this portion of the desert.11 The Jebel Acacus, a low-elevation 
mountain range, runs north–south in the far southwest. In northeastern Fezzan, or central 
Libya, lies the al-Haruj al-Aswad, a black basaltic plateau topped with a series of 
volcanoes.12 

Cyrenaica  
Comprising the eastern half of the country, Cyrenaica is Libya’s largest region. The 
northernmost portion forms a promontory into the Mediterranean, with the Gulf of Sidra 
to the west and the Gulf of Bomba to the east. In this region, the terrain rises from the sea 
in three stages. Alongside the sea runs a narrow and intermittent coastal plain. Libya’s 
second largest city, Benghazi, is located in the western reaches of this plain. Above the 
coast lies another terrace; in the west, a flat portion of the terrace is known as the Marj 
Plain, while in the east, rugged ridges extend toward the coast.13 The terrain rises into the 
upper plateau of the Jebel al Akhdar, or Green Mountains, which reach a high point of 
882 m (2,894 ft).  
 
On the southern side of the Jebel al Akhdar, the terrain descends into arid steppe and, 
ultimately, the Libyan Desert, which covers most of the Cyrenaica region. This desert is a 
distinct sub-region of the much larger Sahara. It encompasses three massive sand seas; 
the Rebiana and Calanscio sand seas are wholly within Libya, while the larger Great 
Sand Sea originates in northeast Libya and runs southeast, deep into Egypt.14 In the 
south, the terrain again rises in the form of a desert plateau. At the southern edge of 
Cyrenaica, a low-elevation mountain range known as the Tibesti Mastif contains Libya’s 
highest point, Bikku Bitti, which reaches 2,267 m (7,438 ft) near the border with Chad. 

                                                 
10 Historical Dictionary of Libya, Fourth Edition. St John, Ronald Bruce. “Fezzan [pp. 75–76].” 2006. 
Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, Inc. 
11 Libya, First Edition. Ham, Anthony. “Facts about Libya: Geography [pp. 22–23].” 2002. Footscray, 
Victoria, Australia: Lonely Planet Publications.  
12 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Al-Haruj al-Aswad.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9039413 
13 The Middle East: A Physical, Social, and Regional Geography, Seventh Edition. Fisher, William Bayne. 
“Chapter 18: Libya: Cyrenaica [p. 544].” 1978. London: Methuen & Co. 
14 The Western Desert of Egypt: An Explorer’s Handbook. Vivian, Cassandra. “Chapter 1: The Natural 
World [pp. 11–13].” 2000. Cairo: The American University in Cairo Press. 
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Libya’s lowest point, Sabkhat Ghuzayyil (–47 m/–154 ft), is located in northern 
Cyrenaica just inland of the Gulf of Sidra.15  

Climate 
Two distinct geographic forces determine Libya’s 
climate: the Mediterranean Sea and the Sahara. In its 
northernmost regions, Libya has a Mediterranean climate 
with two main seasons: summer is hot and dry from April 
through September; winter is moderately cool and wet, 
but can change daily to comfortably warm and sunny. For 
example, Tripoli experiences average temperatures of 
11°C (52°F) in January and 28°C (82°F) in July. This region remains prone to extreme 
highs, however. In 1922, in the town of Al Aziziyah, near Tripoli, the temperature 
reached 58°C (136°F), the highest temperature ever recorded in the shade. South of the 
coastal region, a desert climate predominates. In this area, temperatures vary dramatically 
throughout the day. Whereas daytime temperatures may reach well over 38°C (100°F), 
nighttime temperatures may fall below freezing.16  
 
Due to its dominant desert climate and location on the southern edge of the 
Mediterranean basin, Libya receives less rainfall than other Mediterranean countries. In 
general, the steppe regions in the north receive less than 100 mm (4 in) of annual 
precipitation, while less than 25 mm (1 in) of rain falls each year in the desert.17 The 
wettest place in the country is located along the east-central coast in the Jebel al Akhdar 
range.18 These low mountains may receive as much as 600 mm (24 in) of precipitation 
per year.19 But to the east of this range, the coastline is parched despite its proximity to 
the Mediterranean Sea (which elsewhere provides a moderating influence). Likewise, the 
Sirte Desert in north-central Libya reaches all the way to the Gulf of Sidra on the 
Mediterranean coast.  
 
The northern region of Libya periodically endures drought that can last from 1 to 2 years. 
Such conditions are exacerbated by ghibli, the dry desert winds that are present from 
spring through early summer and sporadically throughout the year. This sand-laden wind 
originates in the desert interior and blows toward the Mediterranean Sea.20 With or 
without drought, the occurrence of ghibli has a severe impact on the coastal region in 
Libya. These powerfully hot and blinding winds—capable of forming a moving 

                                                 
15 Central Intelligence Agency. The Encyclopedia of Earth. “Libya.” 2 June 2009. 
http://www.eoearth.org/article/Libya 
16 Libya in Pictures. Di Piazza, Francesca. “Chapter 2: The Land [pp. 12–13].” 2006. Minneapolis: Lerner 
Publishing Group. 
17 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Libya: Land: Climate.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-46542 
18 BBC Weather. “Country Guide: Libya.” No date. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/weather/world/country_guides/results.shtml?tt=TT000330 
19 Libya in Pictures. Di Piazza, Francesca. “Chapter 2: The Land [pp. 12–13].” 2006. Minneapolis: Lerner 
Publishing Group.  
20 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Ghibli.” 2009. 
http://www.britannica.com/EBchecked/topic/232709/ghibli 
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sandstorm wall up to 610 m (2,000 ft) high—tend to ruin crops and are known to kill 
exposed livestock within a few hours.21 

Bodies of Water 
Libya possesses no significant natural bodies of water, 
nor any permanent rivers or streams. The desert climate 
that dominates most of the landscape reduces water 
runoff to a small region along the Mediterranean coast. 
Aside from a number of small saline lakes, there are no 
natural reservoirs of fresh water. Some lakes exist in 
desert depressions between permanent sand dunes. For 
example, the Zellaf Sand Dunes in the Fezzan contain a set of lakes that formed when 
fractures in the bedrock released water from a deep aquifer. Levels of natron (a mineral 
found with other salts) in these small lakes are so high that buoyancy is exaggerated.22  
 
Tens of thousands of cubic kilometers of freshwater reserves exist in ancient aquifers 
underneath Libya’s desert expanses.23 Surface bodies of freshwater are limited to several 
constructed reservoirs. These reservoirs, used to hold the collected waters of the Great 
Man-Made River (GMR), are located near Benghazi, Ajdabiya, and Sirt.24 Essentially a 
massive underground plumbing project, the GMR is designed to transport freshwater 
supplies from the remote aquifers under the desert to the urban and agricultural areas 
along the Mediterranean coast.25 

Major Cities 
Libya’s extensive land area and small population—an estimated 6.3 million in 2009—
make it one of the least densely populated countries in the world.26 The population is 
concentrated in the north, however, where the Mediterranean climate provides refuge 
from the largely inhospitable conditions of the Sahara Desert. As a result, approximately 
90% of the population lives in less than 10% of the country’s total land area.27 This trend 
has given rise to two major cities along the Mediterranean coast, Tripoli and Benghazi. 

                                                 
21 Cultures of the World: Libya. Malcolm, Peter and Elie Losleben. “Chapter 1: Geography [pp. 12–13].” 
2004. New York: Marshall Cavendish.  
22 Saudi Aramco World, Vol. 55, No. 3. Werner, Louis. “Libya’s Forgotten Desert Kingdom.” May/June 
2004. http://www.saudiaramcoworld.com/issue/200403/libya.s.forgotten.desert.kingdom.htm 
23 The Libyan Economy: Economic Diversification and International Repositioning. Otman, Waniss A. and 
Erling Karlberg. “Chapter 5: Infrastructure in Libya [p. 163].” 2007. Berlin: Springer.  
24 BBC News. “Libya’s Thirst for ‘Fossil Water’.” Watkins, John. 18 March 2006. 
http://news.bbc.co.uk/nolpda/ukfs_news/hi/newsid_4814000/4814988.stm 
25 Water-Technology.net. “GMR (Great Man-made River) Water Supply Project, Libya.” 2009. 
http://www.water-technology.net/projects/gmr/ 
26 Central Intelligence Agency. The World Factbook. “Libya.” 6 October 2009. 
https://www.cia.gov/library/publications/the-world-factbook/geos/ly.html 
27 Bureau of Near Eastern Affairs, U.S. Department of State. “Background Note: Libya.” March 2009. 
http://www.state.gov/r/pa/ei/bgn/5425.htm 
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Tripoli 
Known in Arabic as Tarabulus, Tripoli is Libya’s capital 
and most populous city. It is located in Tripolitania on 
the shore of the Mediterranean. Tripoli and the 
surrounding region form the economic engine of Libya. 
Planned use of the Jefara Plain’s precious arable land 
provides a large share of the country’s vegetable, fruit, 
tobacco, and grain production. Tripoli is home to the 
nation’s busiest port, and the Libyan fishing industry 
operates in nearby Mediterranean waters.28 Other major industries include tobacco 
processing and the manufacture of textiles such as carpets. The city is also the site of 
some heavy industry, including auto assembly plants and an oil depot.  
 
Called “The White City” for its brilliant, white, reflective buildings, Tripoli initially 
developed as a trade settlement.29 Although the city suffers from age and a huge 
population, efforts have been made to repair and maintain many older structures. Tripoli 
has two main areas, a modern district and an old quarter. Many of Tripoli’s historic 
buildings are located in the latter district, an ancient walled section known as a medina. 
In 2005, the population of Tripoli proper was estimated at 911,643. The number of 
residents in the greater metropolitan area was estimated at 2,098,000, or about one third 
of the country’s total population.30  

Benghazi  
Benghazi, Libya’s second largest city, is located in northern Cyrenaica in a fertile coastal 
strip along the Mediterranean Sea and the Gulf of Sidra. The city was named after a 15th 
century holy man, ibn Ghazi.31 It has a double harbor, the site of a large, economically 
significant port. The city functions as a center for oil production and refining, as well as 
other industries. It formerly served as a regional capital, and it retains agencies and 
offices associated with that position. An estimated 950,000 people reside in the greater 
Benghazi area.32 

Misratah  
Across from Benghazi on the western side of the Gulf of Sidra, Misratah is Libya’s third 
largest city. It was once a caravan transit point. Today, Misratah is the site of a sizeable 
steel production facility and one of the country’s oldest carpet and textile industries.33 It 

                                                 
28 Modern Nations of the World: Libya. Miller, Debra A. “Chapter 1: A Desert Land [pp. 10–11].” 2005. 
Detroit: Thomson Gale.  
29 Libya in Pictures. Di Piazza, Francesca. “Chapter 2: The Land [p. 18].” 2006. Minneapolis: Lerner 
Publishing Group.  
30 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Tripoli.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9073419 
31 Libya in Pictures. Di Piazza, Francesca. “Chapter 2: The Land [p. 19].” 2006. Minneapolis: Lerner 
Publishing Group. 
32 Historical Dictionary of Libya, Fourth Edition. St John, Ronald Bruce. “Benghazi [pp. 33–34].” 2006. 
Lanham, MD: Scarecrow Press, Inc.  
33 Libya in Pictures. Di Piazza, Francesca. “Chapter 2: The Land [p. 19].” 2006. Minneapolis: Lerner 
Publishing Group. 
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also maintains a variety of educational facilities. The city is home to approximately 
355,000 people.34 

Sabha 
The practical capital of the Fezzan region, Sabha is 
Libya’s largest oasis city.35 At the junction of two major 
routes linking the African interior to the Mediterranean 
coast, Sabha was a vital transit point during the ancient 
era.36 The oasis’ soil is fertile enough to support 
vegetable crops such as onions, and grains such as barley 
and wheat. The city remains an important transshipment 
center; cargo is shipped by heavy trucks and camel trains on unpaved desert routes 
running southwest toward Algeria and south toward Niger and Chad. The city has an 
estimated population of 75,000.37 

Al Khufrah 
Al Khufrah is in southeastern Libya. A series of small oasis communities, Al Khufrah is 
the site of one of Libya’s largest inland agricultural endeavors. The Nubian Sandstone 
Aquifer System provides the water for the oases. This giant aquifer is believed to contain 
375,000 cubic km (90,000 cu mi) of groundwater in vast underground chambers that 
extend below Libya, Egypt, Sudan, and Chad.38 The relatively shallow water table in this 
area has allowed for circular farming with center-pivot irrigation systems. Satellite 
imagery reveals a series of circular plots—each up to 1 km (.62 mi) in diameter—in the 
middle of the desert; many plots have been lost as water has been diverted in recent 
years.39 Once the headquarters of the Sanusi Order, a Muslim brotherhood, Al Khufrah 
retains a Sanusi school in the town of Al-Taj.40  

                                                 
34 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Misratah.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9052971 
35 Historical Dictionary of Libya, Fourth Edition. St John, Ronald Bruce. “Sebha [p. 227].” 2006. Lanham, 
MD: Scarecrow Press, Inc.  
36 Libya in Pictures. Di Piazza, Francesca. “Chapter 2: The Land [p. 19].” 2006. Minneapolis: Lerner 
Publishing Group. 
37 Libya, First Edition. Ham, Anthony. “Sebha Region [pp. 216–217].” 2002. Footscray, Victoria, Australia: 
Lonely Planet Publications. 
38 International Atomic Energy Agency. “Nubian Sandstone Aquifer Project: Ancient Waters, Unique 
Landscapes.” 2003–2006. http://www-
naweb.iaea.org/napc/ih/Nubian/IHS_nubian_ancient_waters_sands.html 
39 NASA Earth Observatory. “Green Circles—Al Khufrah Oasis, Libya.” 15 November 2004. 
http://earthobservatory.nasa.gov/IOTD/view.php?id=4998 
40 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Al-Kufrah.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9046363 
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History 

Early History 
In the ancient era, the Libyan region served as a 
crossroads for early empires. During the 1st millennium 
B.C.E., the Phoenicians, sea-faring traders from the 
eastern Mediterranean, and the Greeks settled along 
Libya’s extensive Mediterranean shoreline. They traded 
with the indigenous peoples of the desert interior, 
including the Garamantians, whose inland empire 
persisted into the Common Era. The Romans took control 
over northern Libya in the 1st century C.E. and retained power there for several centuries. 
In the interior, the Garamantians remained independent while operating trade routes to 
the coast.41  
 
Known collectively as Berbers, or Imazighan, the native tribes of North Africa were 
gradually assimilated by the successive waves of traders, colonialists, and invaders that 
came to the region over the centuries. Following the decline of the Roman Empire, Arabs 
arrived in North Africa in the 7th century as part of their far-reaching expansion. 
Beginning in the 11th century, large-scale influxes of Arab nomads, or Bedouins, 
cemented Arab culture and the practice of Islam in the region.42 During this time, 
portions of the region fell under the domain of various Islamic dynasties and empires. 

Ottoman Rule 
In 1551, Ottoman forces captured Tripoli, initiating several centuries of often indirect 
Ottoman rule over the Libyan coastal regions. Power was concentrated in Tripoli, which 
became a regency of the empire.43 Military units soon dominated the region; they ruled 
by force and were only nominally subject to a local governor (pasha). As a result, 
military coups occurred frequently and created a period of violence and political 
instability.44 
 
In 1711, Ahmed Karamanli, a cavalry officer of Turkish-Libyan descent, took control of 
Tripoli and earned—through payment—the Ottoman Empire’s recognition as the new 
regent. Carried on by his descendents, the virtually independent Karamanli dynasty 
intermittently retained power until 1835. The Karamanlis earned much of their income 
through piracy, which included extorting tribute from foreign ships in return for safe 

                                                 
41 Libya (Modern Nations of the World). Miller, Debra A. “Chapter 2: Libya’s Many Cultures [p. 26].” 
2005. New Haven: Thomson Gale.  
42 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. A Country Study: Libya. Berry, LaVerle. “Chapter 1: 
Historical Setting: Islam and the Arabs: Hilalians.” Helen Chapin Metz, Ed. 1987. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query/r?frd/cstdy:@field(DOCID+ly0020) 
43 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. A Country Study: Libya. Berry, LaVerle. “Chapter 1: 
Historical Setting: Ottoman Regency.” Helen Chapin Metz, Ed. 1987. http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-
bin/query/r?frd/cstdy:@field(DOCID+ly0023) 
44 Libya, First Edition. Ham, Anthony. “Facts about Libya – History [p. 13].” 2002. Footscray, Victoria, 
Australia: Lonely Planet Publications. 
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passage through Mediterranean waters.45 Because the dynasty controlled the sea lanes, 
there was no need to tax farmers to fill the state coffers.  
 
After the U.S. and European powers began to resist paying tribute in the early 19th 
century, Tripoli’s economy declined and civil war erupted. Amid the unrest, the Ottoman 
Empire reasserted full control over the region in 1835.46 The Ottomans attempted, 
without success, to stimulate agricultural production in order to create a stronger tax 
base.47 Because the empire was in a state of decline, Ottoman administration proved more 
nominal than real in the ensuing decades.48  

The Sanusi Brotherhood 
The decay of the Ottoman Empire allowed for the 
emergence of new leadership, which came in a religious 
form. This new movement was led by Muhammad bin 
Ali as Sanusi (1787–1859), an Algerian-born Islamic 
scholar and holy man. His teachings, which emphasized 
asceticism, found a receptive audience among the 
Bedouins who necessarily led lives of austerity in a harsh 
environment. He forbade fanaticism and stressed hard work rather than reliance on alms.  
 
Sanusi depended on his adherents, referred to as brothers (Ikhawn), to spread his 
philosophy. He encouraged the creation of traveler rest lodges (zawiya), which in reality 
were religious centers that became the property of the order, rather than those who ran 
them. The lodges facilitated dissemination of the Sanussiya, as the movement was called, 
through merchants and long-distance traders. A small oasis town in northern Cyrenaica 
was selected as the movement’s headquarters since it lay on the crossroads of a route to 
Mecca and trade routes to the interior of Africa. To make further inroads into central 
Africa, the base was later moved to Al Khufrah in southern Cyrenaica. Although it found 
few adherents among Tripolitanians,49 by the late 19th century the Sanusi Order had 
created a common identity among the nomadic tribes that co-existed in eastern Libya. 
Islam, filtered through Sanusi holy men, became the basis for settling intertribal 
disputes.50   

Colony of Italy 
Italy was late to the game of colonial conquest and Libya was one of the few unclaimed 
territories in Africa. Its proximity to Italy increased its attractiveness, and the Italians 
                                                 
45 Encyclopædia Britannica Online. “Tripolitania.” 2009. http://search.eb.com/eb/article-9073423 
46 Libya, First Edition. Ham, Anthony. “Facts about Libya – History [p. 14].” 2002. Footscray, Victoria, 
Australia: Lonely Planet Publications. 
47 Libya’s Qadhafi: The Politics of Contradiction. El-Kikhia, Mansour. “Chapter 2: Through the Eyes of 
History [p. 15].” 1997. Gainesville: University of Florida Press. 
48 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. A Country Study: Libya. Berry, LaVerle. “Chapter 1: 
Historical Setting: Ottoman Regency: The Ottoman Revival.” Helen Chapin Metz, Ed. 1987. 
http://lcweb2.loc.gov/cgi-bin/query2/r?frd/cstdy:@field(DOCID+ly0026) 
49 A History of Modern Libya. Vandewalle, Dirk. “Chapter 1: A tract which is wholly sand… [p. 19].” 2006. 
New York: Cambridge University Press.  
50 Libya’s Qadhafi: The Politics of Contradiction. El-Kikhia, Mansour. “Chapter 2: Through the Eyes of 
History [pp. 16–17].” 1997. Gainesville: University of Florida Press. 
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sought to establish their claim in 1911–1912, when they staged an invasion.51 Libyans 
viewed the takeover as an attack on Islam, rather than their state, and the unsuccessful 
resistance was spearheaded by the Sanusi brotherhood.52 
 
The Italians made little effort to cultivate a local elite 
through which they could rule. Instead they sought to 
remake Libya as an extension of Italy by encouraging 
emigration. In Cyrenaica, and, to a greater extent, 
Tripolitania, land grants were made to Italians at the 
expense of the indigenous tribes, whose farmland and 
livestock was redistributed or destroyed. Libyan officials 
have since referred to the Italian colonial period as a 
“virtual genocide.”53 An estimated 25% of the Libyan population died during Italy’s 30-
year occupation.54   

Independence 
Present-day Libya was a creation of the Great Powers in the wake of World War II. The 
three culturally diverse and geographically isolated provinces of Tripolitania, Cyrenaica, 
and Fezzan were consolidated into the Kingdom of Libya in 1951. Muhammad Idris, 
grandson of the Grand Sanusi, was made king of a federal constitutional monarchy. The 
monarchical government received its operating funds from U.S. development aid and 
rental payments for the use of military bases by the British. Because of this income, the 
state did not need to build a means of taxing the impoverished citizens.55  
 
Under such circumstances, governments do not need to forge connections with social 
groups to legitimize their rule.56 Rather than regulating society and arbitrating disputes, 
the fledgling Libyan government became a conduit for distributing revenues from oil, 
which was discovered in commercial quantities in 1959. As a result, and perhaps lulled 
by a false sense of security from the presence of foreign troops, King Idris was slow to 
respond to the demands of his opposition. Composed of intellectuals, students, and some 
oil workers, the opposition called for Libya to play a more active role in the affairs of the 
Arab world, and it sought the establishment of a more transparent government. Although 
oil revenues made the government less reliant on base rental income, the influx of wealth 
destabilized the poor country; well connected Libyans received a disproportionate share 
of the oil revenue. In 1964, a campus riot left four students dead at the hands of security 
forces; a 1967 oil workers’ strike to demonstrate solidarity with the war against Israel 
                                                 
51 The Globalist. St John, Ronald Bruce. “Libya’s Former Colonial Master.” 8 March 2004. 
http://www.theglobalist.com/StoryId.aspx?StoryId=3813 
52 Libya and the United States: Two Centuries of Strife. St John, Ronald Bruce. “Chapter 1: Dismal Record 
[p. 18].” 2002. Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania Press.  
53 Libya: The Struggle for Survival. Simons, Geoff. “Chapter 3: The Fourth Shore [pp. 118–119].” 1993. 
New York: St. Martin’s Press.  
54 Libya in Pictures. Di Piazza, Francesca. “History and Government: Guerilla War [p. 29].” 2006. 
Minneapolis: Lerner Publishing Group. 
55 Middle East Policy Council. Middle East Policy, Vol. 6, No. 4. Anderson, Frank. “Qadhafi’s Libya: 
Limits of Optimism.” June 1999. http://www.mepc.org/journal_vol6/anderson.html 
56 Libya Since Independence: Oil and State-Building. Vandewalle, Dirk. “Chapter 7: Oil and State Building 
in Distributive States: The Libyan Contribution [p. 188].” 1998. New York: I.B. Taurus.  



 15

signaled further unrest.57 While these incidents did not find much sympathy within 
broader Libyan society, neither did they elicit any defense of the monarchy.58 

A Revolutionary Regime 
On 1 September 1969, 27-year-old Army captain 
Muammar Qadhafi came to power in a bloodless coup. 
He established the Libyan Arab Republic governed by a 
Revolutionary Command Council (RCC). His charisma, 
which contrasted sharply with the staid leadership of the 
ailing, 80-year-old King Idris, inspired Libya’s restless 
youth to think he would offer a better future. He skillfully 
blended a number of ideas including anti-imperialism and pan-Arab nationalism. The 
20,000 remaining ethnic Italians were deported.59 Qadhafi declared 28 March and 11 
June, when the U.K. and the U.S. respectively vacated their military bases, as national 
holidays with festive commemorations.60  
 
Qadhafi’s goals extended far beyond Libya; he intended to support an overhaul of the 
existing world order, which he found unjust. He supported a wide range of insurgencies, 
including non-Muslim groups such as the Irish Republican Army, whose struggle could 
also be considered as anti-colonialism.61 But it was his support for groups who wanted to 
change the status quo in the Middle East—in particular the Palestinian cause—that put 
the new regime on a collision course with Washington.  
 
In 1986, a U.S. bombing campaign in Libya failed to deter Qadhafi, although his young 
adopted daughter was killed. Shortly before Christmas two years later, a Pan Am jet 
bound for New York from London exploded over Scotland. The bombing was the worst 
terrorist attack perpetrated on British soil, and the investigation soon pointed to Libya. 
Qadhafi steadfastly refused until 1999 to hand over two Libyan suspects for trial. This 
refusal resulted in U.S. and UN sanctions against his government. While he still found 
buyers for the country’s oil, the sanctions limited his ability to import equipment to 
upgrade the extraction infrastructure. Declining revenues also meant his government had 
less money to spend on social services, making it difficult to sustain what has been 
described as an “economically purchased passivity.”62  
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Moreover, Qadhafi’s effort to remake the Libyan economy by nationalizing private 
businesses led to the elimination of retail trade, wages, and rental payments by 
shopkeepers. Qaddafi’s replacement of private ownership, which he felt exploited 
workers, with self-managing worker committees has been described as “radical 
egalitarianism.”63 This socialist reorganization was not able to oversee the production of 
goods as efficiently as private owners, many of whom fled the country after their 
property was expropriated; nor could the worker-run businesses employ all those in need 
of jobs. A declining standard of living did not bode well for Qadhafi’s ability to hold onto 
power. This may have been a factor in his willingness to give up Libya’s efforts to 
acquire weapons of mass destruction, a prerequisite for the lifting of U.S. sanctions and 
the normalization of relations with Washington.64  

Qadhafi Rehabilitated 
As part of the Qadhafi regime’s rehabilitation, a number of 
governments have made reconciliatory overtures, yet some observers 
question their motivations. In August 2008, Italy formally 
“apologized” to Libya for its harsh colonial rule and extended a USD 
5 billion reparations package, an unprecedented step for a former 
colonial power.65 The reparation was linked to a business deal, signed 
in a Bedouin tent, that will benefit Italian firms. Beyond the contrite 
rhetoric of the “colonial apology,” the agreement could be construed 
as granting preferential access to natural resources in exchange for 
supplying infrastructure.  
 
In August 2009, the Scottish government repatriated the convicted Lockerbie bomber, 
Abdel Basset Ali al-Megrahi, who was suffering from prostate cancer while serving a life 
sentence. His warm welcome home called into question the decision to release him on 
compassionate grounds. Hanging in the balance were oil and gas exploration contracts 
worth up to USD 24 billion that had been negotiated in May 2007 with British Petroleum. 
In addition, the Libyan Investment Authority, a sovereign fund in possession of 
approximately USD 136 billion, had publicly toyed with the idea of extending its 
investment portfolio to the UK.66 Once again, it is being argued that engagement with the 
Qadhafi regime will lead to internal reform. Yet, as The Economist observes, “[T]here is 
a limit to the capacity of a regime such as that of Colonel Qadhafi’s to reform itself 
without compromising its hold on power.”67 
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Economy 
Libya’s economy is largely state controlled and dominated by oil, 
which contributes over 95% of Libya’s export revenues. Substantial 
revenues from the energy sector, coupled with a small population, 
give Libya one of the highest per capita GDPs in Africa. Yet little of 
this income flows down to the lower classes of society, who continue 
to eke out a living. Agriculture, which employs approximately 20% 
of the labor force, contributes only 2% to the GDP. By contrast, 
industrial production, which includes the hydrocarbon sector, 
contributes 60% of the GDP but employs less than 25% of the labor 
force. Workers in the latter sector receive far better compensation 
and benefits than farmers.68  
 
Unemployment is estimated at 25–30%. With one third of the population under the age of 
15, job creation is a pressing priority.69 The Libyan government has done little, however, 
to create better-paying jobs by using the proceeds from oil to diversify the economy. 
While the government is in a position to underwrite a large public sector, its failure to 
deliver quality services and goods has led to calls for privatization, which is referred to as 
“people’s capitalism” in Libya.70 Yet privatization, which could lead to substantial job 
creation, has not proceeded far.  

Government 
Libya is said to be a “direct democracy.” Accordingly, the Libyan government has been 
stripped of its formal hierarchy of authority, as advocated by Qadhafi in his Green Book 
political treatise. This has obscured the standard distinction between executive and 
legislative power.71 With the General People’s Congress serving as a national body, 
people’s committees and congresses are theoretically responsible for both formulating 
legislation and implementing it at the local level. Such committees are staffed by officials 
elected within the workplace or greater community. But these “popular” governmental 
bodies have no budget allocation power or official channels of input into the petroleum 
sector, law enforcement, the armed forces, intelligence agencies, or foreign policy 
initiatives.72  
 
The RCC was abolished in 1977. The five remaining members were appointed to serve 
on the congressional secretariat, where real power resides. They continued to take 
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direction from Qadhafi, who gave up his official titles in 1979.73 He rules by “force of 
personality.”74 According to an observer, “[The government] is all him, because there are 
no institutions in Libya to share his power or challenge his behavior.” 75  

Media 
State-controlled media has been justified on the grounds 
that every citizen is involved in policy making, thereby 
negating the need for an independent press to report 
government affairs.76 Yet two private newspapers, 
Quryna and Oea, feature pages of news items devoted to 
bureaucratic ineptitude and corruption. Both papers are 
protected by Saif al-Islam, Qadhafi’s son and presumed 
heir—a powerful government patron. He heads a company called 1/9 (in honor of the 1 
September 1969 coup that brought his father to power); his company has been tasked 
with overseeing media privatization initiatives.77 
 
Jamahiriya (masses), Libya’s sole state television channel, broadcasts a steady stream of 
religious content; this includes Quranic readings and government-sanctioned news 
briefings such as Qadhafi meeting world leaders in his Bedouin tent.78 Libyans are not 
limited to this one channel, however; satellite TV is available.79 Owning a satellite dish is 
legal and, for many families, a higher priority than owning a refrigerator.  

Ethnic Groups 
The vast majority (97%) of the Libyan population is described as Arab-Berber.80 Berbers, 
also known as Imazighan, are descendents of the native tribes of North Africa, whose 
presence there is thought to date back at least 5,000 years.81 Arabs first migrated to the 
area in the seventh century, when they spread Islam and the Arabic language throughout 
North Africa. Beginning in the 11th century, the large-scale immigration of Bedouins, or 
Arab nomads, led to the assimilation of most Berber tribes and the lasting Arabization of 
the region. Today, most Libyans share a predominantly Arab culture based on Sunni 
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Islam and the Arabic language. While the majority identify themselves as Arab, few can 
claim pure or even predominant Arab ancestry, due to centuries of intermarriage with 
Berbers and the descendents of other peoples who occupied the region.82  
 
A small percentage of Libyans (approximately 3–5% of the total, 
according to some sources) continue to identify themselves as 
Imazighan, although they are also typically of mixed ancestry.83, 84, 85 
Their distinction from Arabs is expressed through language and 
culture.86 In general, they speak Berber languages and live in small, 
tight-knit communities in which farming and pastoralism are the 
primary economic activities.87 Most Libyan Berbers live in the 
Tripolitania region, although some live in scattered areas of 
Cyrenaica and Fezzan.  
 
Berber is a broad category that tends to mask the diversity of the 
many tribes it encompasses. The Tuareg are a distinct Berber subgroup. The Tuareg are 
indigenous desert nomads found throughout the greater Saharan region, including nearby 
Algeria and Niger. Within Libya, they are concentrated in the west (around Ghadames) 
and southwest (around Ghat and Murzuq). Known as a hardy, independent people, the 
Tuareg can be identified by their blue clothing, the dye of which stains their skin. For this 
reason, they are known as the “blue people.” They practice a folk version of Sunni Islam 
and give high social status to women, for whom the privilege of reading and writing was 
traditionally reserved.88 In contrast to most Muslim communities, Tuareg men 
traditionally wear veils, while women are not required to do so.89 
 
Other ethnic groups include the Tebu (Toubou), who live in southeastern Libya 
(especially around the Tibesti Range), where they subsist as farmers and pastoralists. The 
Tebu practice a form of Islam that is heavily influenced by the Sanusi Order. Also in 
Libya are Black Africans, who are often migrant workers or the descendents of slaves; 
this group includes people from Mali, Sudan, and Niger.90 Finally, Libya is home to large 
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numbers of Egyptian, Palestinian, and Tunisian immigrants, as well as small communities 
of Europeans, such as Italians, Greeks, and Maltese.91 

Languages 
Arabic is the official language of Libya. It is the most 
widely used language in the country, a trend that has been 
reinforced by the Libyan government as part of its Arab 
nationalist policies.92 There are three major Arabic 
dialects in Libya: Tripolitanian Arabic, Eastern Libyan 
Arabic, and Southern Libyan Arabic.93 Reflecting 
historical allegiances, the dialect spoken in western Libya 
(Tripolitania) is related to that of Tunisia, while the dialect used in the east is similar to 
Egyptian Arabic.94 Modern Standard Arabic (MSA), a formal version of the language, is 
used for all official correspondence and signage. MSA is generally understood 
throughout the Arab world. English, French, and Italian may also be used or understood, 
particularly in urban areas.95  
 
Berber languages—sometimes collectively named Tamazight—are spoken within 
Libya’s remnant Berber communities. Nafusi is the most common Berber language. It is 
the primary language for most Berbers in the Jebel Nafusah region and other areas of 
Tripolitania, as well as portions of nearby Tunisia. Nafusi has its own dialects, including 
Zuara and Jerbi.96 At the other end of the spectrum, only a small group of Berbers in 
eastern Cyrenaica speak Awjilah. While the men of this tribe typically speak Arabic as a 
second language (especially in public), the women speak only Awjilah; they therefore 
serve as the primary keepers of this dying language.97 The Tuareg speak a Berber 
language known as Tamahaq or Tamachek.98 The Tebu speak their own language; its 
various dialects are not mutually intelligible.99 Overall, most Berber and other native-
language speakers also speak Arabic. 
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Chapter 2 Religion 

Introduction 
Libya, which is 97% Sunni Muslim, does not have a 
constitution, or laws explicitly codifying religious 
freedom—except to prohibit proselytizing Muslims to 
other faiths.100 Rather, the law is subject to change with 
the pronouncements of Qadhafi, who often uses religious 
symbolism in his speeches. This was evident in his “Five 
Points” address, which mirrored the five pillars of Islam 
and was delivered in 1973 on the Prophet Muhammad’s birthday. This speech is 
considered the start of Qadhafi’s absolutist rule.101 His government generally respects the 
right of citizens to practice their religion without interference, as long as there is no 
perceived political agenda. Although Libya today is a progressive Islamic country in 
many ways—women move around in public and can even enter a mosque without 
covering their heads—in other respects it is quite strict. The prohibition on alcohol 
consumption is rigidly enforced even within the expatriate diplomatic and business 
community.102  
 
Rounding out the Libyan population, there are a small number of Christians who are 
allowed to worship through a state-recognized church diocese. As of 2001, there were 
some 77,000 Christians in Libya. They are mostly of the Catholic faith, and there are 
three main vicariates in country; one is in Tripoli and two are in Benghazi.103 There is 
also a small Anglican community that is an off-shoot of the Episcopal diocese of Egypt, 
as well as some representation of the Coptic Orthodox Church.  

Religion and the State 
When he came to power in 1969, Muammar Qadhafi stressed the value of Islam and 
made his government the first explicitly Islamist regime in the eyes of the oil-importing 
world.104 Inside the country, however, Qadhafi faced skepticism. He realized that, for his 
regime to survive, he had to court the Muslim religious hierarchy. He met regularly with 
the ulama (religious scholars) and gave them prestigious positions in the National 
Guidance Council, which was tasked with bringing the court system in line with shari’a 
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law. But after securing the backing of the clergy to consolidate his power, he undercut 
their authority. 105 
 
The Green Book—three slim volumes published in the 
1970s—was Qadhafi’s attempt to define an Islamic 
socialism packaged as a revolutionary ideology that 
promoted him as the supreme leader.106 It contained some 
innovations that amounted to heresy in the eyes of the 
religious establishment, including that the Quran could be 
read and understood by anyone fluent in Arabic without 
reliance on clerics for interpretation. In addition, Qadhafi 
took on a new role, that of a mujtahid, a Muslim jurist who arrives at judgment after 
consultation with the four legal schools of Islam.107 His word would henceforth be final 
on all religious matters. It has been suggested that some of these changes flowed from 
Qadhafi’s impatience with endless theological debates and scholarly disputes over the 
Prophet Muhammad’s utterances (hadith) and the Quran—disagreements that he 
perceived as debilitating to Arab unity.108 Yet, other changes reflected nothing more than 
his own whims; in particular, his decision to move the first year of the Muslim 
calendar—marked by the Prophet Muhammad’s migration (hijra) to Medina—forward 
10 years to the time of his death.109 As a scholar observed about Qadhafi’s vision of 
creating a new society, “[I]n essence, Qadhafi forfeited the legitimacy of Islam, ensuring 
that religion would be the ideology of the opposition.”110 
 
The World Islamic Call Society (WICS), a Libyan government organization, operates a 
university to train clerics. It welcomes foreign students, particularly from outside the 
Arab world, who wish to study Islamic thought and Muslim history to become clerics in 
their countries. A state-run endowment (auqaf) oversees mosques and the Muslim clerical 
hierarchy, and has responsibility for ensuring that all religions remain within the confines 
of state-approved worship.111  
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Islam 
Islam is a universal religion whose believers demonstrate their faith 
through adherence to the five pillars. The first pillar is the shahada, 
or the basic declaration of the faith, expressed by repeating the phrase 
“There is no God but Allah and Muhammad is his Prophet.” The 
second pillar is prayer (salat). Five times a day at appointed hours 
(dawn, noon, mid-afternoon, sunset, and mid-evening), Muslims face 
Mecca and recite their prayers. While doing so, their body language 
reflects humility in the face of the Almighty.  
 
Exchange 1: When do you pray? 
Soldier: When do you pray? aamta tSalee? 
Local:  We pray five times a day. inSalee Khams awgaat fee il-yom 

 
The third pillar is zakat, giving alms to the needy. Donations may be made at the mosque 
or given directly to an individual in need. In Libya, social welfare services provided by 
the government have reduced reliance on these alms. The fourth pillar is sawm, or fasting 
during the daylight hours of the month of Ramadan. Only the young and infirm are 
exempted. The fifth pillar is performing the hajj, or pilgrimage to Mecca, once in a 
lifetime, for those who are physically and financially able to do so. 

Religion in Daily Life  
Generally, Libyan adults faithfully observe the Islamic sacrament of prayer five times a 
day. Those with busy schedules may occasionally say all their daily prayers at once. It is 
acceptable to pray at home, although Friday noon prayer at the mosque remains an 
important event that is observed even by the less devout. Shops may close for 
approximately two hours. In rural communities, rituals based on pre-Islamic beliefs have 
endured. While Islam is based on monotheism (the belief that Allah is the one God), in 
the North African context it was absorbed into the indigenous Berber culture. The 
Berbers believe human beings are capable of possessing spiritual power (baraka), which 
can lodge itself in specific individuals, or marabouts. Those who demonstrate they 
possess baraka, through either performing miracles, having clairvoyance, or being blood 
relatives of an established marabout, are considered saints whose powers live on in 
perpetuity. Thus, marabout tombs receive a steady stream of visitors seeking favors, such 
as help for attaining a high score on an exam or finding a suitable spouse.112 The tomb of 
a locally venerated marabout, Bani Ghazi, lies north of the city of Benghazi.113 

                                                 
112 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. Country Studies: Libya. “Saints and Brotherhoods.” 
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McFarland and Company. 
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Place of Worship 
Centers of spiritual and community life in Libya, mosques can be 
found in urban and rural areas. They are architecturally noteworthy 
for their unadorned style and often have only a single entrance. 
Ministers, known as imams, are the most important religious figures 
at the local level; they lead the daily prayers.  
 
 
 
 
Exchange 2: May I enter the mosque? 
Soldier: May I enter the mosque?  mumkin nudKhul il-masjid?  
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
Mosques have separate prayer rooms for men and women. Unlike Islamic communities 
elsewhere, veiling (hijab) for women is not required in the mosque or in public. 
Nevertheless, many women, especially the older generation, still veil before entering a 
mosque. 
 
Exchange 3: Do I need to cover my head? 
Soldier: Do I need to cover my head? laazim inghaTee raasi?  
Local:  No.  laa 

 
To avoid causing offense, visitors should be mindful of mosque etiquette before entering. 
Worshippers remove their shoes and wash before joining the service, and avoid contact 
with members of the opposite sex while at the mosque.  
 
Exchange 4: Must I take off my shoes? 
Soldier: Must I take off my shoes inside 

the mosque? 
laazim inaHee kundortee daaKhil il-
masjid?  

Local:  Yes. na'am 

Religious Holidays  

Al-Hijra (New Year’s Day) 
When Muhammad, whose birth date is typically given as 571 C.E., began preaching in 
Mecca, socially prominent families and some merchants became concerned that his 
sermons would lead to demands to change the existing social order. To remove this 
threat, they devised a plot to kill him. Sensing danger, he fled to Medina, where he 
created the first Muslim community in which spiritual and earthly concerns were merged. 
Its military strength proved more powerful than the forces in Mecca, and Muhammad 
oversaw the spread of Islam to the place he had been driven from. Later, when a Muslim 
calendar was created, Muhammad’s migration from Mecca to Medina in 622 C.E., known 
as Hijra, was designated as its starting date. Thus, the Islamic dating convention includes 
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the suffix “A.H.” to indicate “After Hijra.”114 Since Qadhafi pushed the starting date of 
the calendar back ten years to Muhammad’s death in 632 C.E., this convention is not 
observed in Libya. Although there are no specific rituals for the holiday which is a 
celebrated in low-key style throughout the Muslim world, it is customary to make New 
Year’s resolutions. 

Ramadan 
Ramadan, the month of fasting, begins on a new moon. 
In Libya, all healthy adults are required to observe the 
daylight fast, and most do. During the early hours of the 
morning, a drummer wanders through the dark streets to 
awaken people who want to have a meal, known as 
suhur, before sunrise.115 Since Libya is a desert climate, 
provision must be made to drink enough liquids between 
dusk and dawn. Business hours are erratic during Ramadan and private shops may be 
closed altogether. Moreover, people may be irritable from fasting, which is broken on the 
first day of the following lunar month with a lavish celebratory feast known as Eid al-
Fitr.  
 
Exchange 5: Will you be celebrating Eid? 
Soldier: Will you be celebrating Eid al-

Fitr? 
hal tiHtifloo bee-'eed il-fuTur? 

Local:  Yes! na'am 
 
Just as the month of fasting is a time of trial through sacrifice for adherents, the feasting 
of this culminating celebration is meant to provide a time of renewal and joy. At the sign 
of the first moon following Ramadan, Libyans bathe and put on their finest clothes, and 
join family and friends for meals. Depending on the wealth of the family, people will 
offer at least pastries, cakes, and date-nut cookies, along with larger meals, which in 
Libya can last up to three days. 
 
Maulid-al-nabi (Muhammad’s Birthday) is celebrated by Muslims in the third month of 
the lunar year. Many Muslims do not celebrate birthdays or other anniversaries, because 
there is no evidence that Muhammad encouraged such commemorations. However, most 
observe this anniversary because it is considered a divine blessing for all of humanity. 
Although Muslims everywhere observe Muhammad’s birthday on the date of 12 Rabi al-
Awwal (twelfth day of the third lunar month), in Libya it extends to a month-long 
celebration. On the Prophet’s official birthday, Muslims generally restrict their activities 
out of reverence, because the same date serves as the anniversary of his death. In the days 
before and after Maulid-al-nabi, Muslim parents use the occasion to tell their children 
stories about Muhammad. Among the general public, readings and prayers are uttered in 
honor and memory of Muhammad’s birth, life, and teachings. Community parades are 

                                                 
114 BBC. Religion & Ethics – Islam. “Al-Hijra.” 7 September 2009. 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/religion/religions/islam/holydays/alhijra.shtml 
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NY, NY: Marshall Cavendish. 
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organized in Tripoli and decorative candles (gindil) are lit in homes.116 Children 
contribute to the festivities by playing tambourine-drums and setting off fireworks.117  

                                                 
116 Department of Anthropology, National University of Ireland. Elbendak, Omar Emhamed. “Urban 
Transformation and Social Change in a Libyan City: An Anthropological Study of Tripoli.” Ph.D. 
dissertation. [p. 155]. June 2008. http://eprints.nuim.ie/1332/1/Ph.D._Thesis.pdf 
117 Lone Highlander. From the Rock. “The Mawled (Prophet Muhammad’s Birthday).” 10 April 2006. 
http://lonehighlander.blogspot.com/2006/04/mawled-prophet-muhammads-birthday.html 
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Chapter 3 Traditions 

Introduction 
Almost all Libyans are Arabic-speaking Muslims, 
descended from Berbers and Bedouin Arabs who could 
survive in the harsh desert environment. The traditions of 
modern Libya are largely shaped by the country’s 
nomadic heritage, the enduring influence of conquering 
civilizations, and the Islamic faith. Caravan traders 
brought goods from the interior of Africa. Romans and 
Greeks left an architectural imprint noteworthy for public space, which contrasts with 
Berber settlements built behind a protective wall.118 Oil wealth has brought the trappings 
of Western consumer society to Libya, where iPods and other state-of-the-art electronics 
are purchased by Libyans in traditional attire. Entertainment options remain limited 
because of Islam’s prohibition on alcohol, so socializing is a large part of daily life. 
During leisure time, men congregate in cafes and play board games such as chess and 
backgammon. Women generally shop in groups and meet in the privacy of the home. 
Boys have the freedom to congregate during daylight hours anywhere they like, but are 
expected to participate in Islamic prayers and attend mosque services.  

Honor and Values 
Traditionally “the honor of the men in the family, easily damaged and nearly irreparable, 
depended on the conduct of their women.”119 The importance of female virtue is 
impressed upon girls from a tender age. Honor killings are the penalty they have 
historically paid for even the appearance of dishonoring the family by positioning 
themselves alone near  unrelated men. While the taboo generally applies to sexual 
transgressions—and no exceptions are made for rape victims—male honor (sharaf) can 
be impugned by a woman simply challenging the community’s norms of female 
conduct.120 Though honor killings violate the law and mandate a prison sentence in 
Libya, perpetrators are rarely prosecuted; it is typically viewed as a “family matter” by 
law enforcement. Educational campaigns that teach “There is No Honor in Killing” have 
been introduced to discourage the practice. Sensitive to Western criticism of a “Muslim 
practice,” some Libyans argue that honor killings should be understood in the broader 
context of crimes of passion.121 
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Publishing Group. 
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Greetings 
Libyans tend to be sociable and friendly; thus, greetings are often 
enthusiastic and warm. It is important for visitors to engage Libyans 
with a smile and direct eye contact. But eye contact should be limited 
with women, and intermittent rather than constant in any case.  
 
 
 
 
 
Exchange 6: Good morning. 

Soldier: Good morning. SabaaH il-Kheyr 
Local:  Good morning. SabaaH il-Kheyr 

Upon meeting, men always shake hands. Men should not initiate a handshake or physical 
contact of any kind with women; they may shake a woman’s hand if she first extends 
hers. Handshakes among men can take a long time, and can last as long as the initial 
verbal pleasantries take to complete.  

Exchange 7: Peace be with you. 
Soldier: Peace be with you. salaamu 'aleykum 
Local:  Peace be with you. salaamu 'aleykum 

When making arrangements to meet with a Libyan counterpart, it is important not to 
schedule a visit from mid-morning through mid-afternoon on Fridays, because Libyans 
attend mosque during that period.  

Exchange 8: Good evening. 
Soldier: Good evening. masaa il-Kheyr 
Local:  Good evening. masaa il-Kheyr 

 
During Ramadan, many businesses, restaurants, and government agencies will be closed 
during the day. Some businesses and restaurants will open in the evening hours, when it 
is appropriate to engage in social gatherings or business discussions. 
 
Exchange 9: Good night. 
Soldier: Good night. tuSbuH 'ala Kheyr 
Local:  Good night. tuSbuH 'ala Kheyr 
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The most common greeting in Islamic cultures is as salaam alaikum, or “peace be with 
you.” The proper response is wa laikum salaam, which translates as “and peace be with 
you.”  

Exchange 10: How are you? 
Soldier: How are you? keef Haalik? 
Local:  Fine, very well. bee-Kheyr wa il-Hamdoo lilaah 

 
It is important to greet Libyans with their title if it is known. Otherwise, greet others 
using the equivalent of “mister” or “miss;” never use their first name unless they ask you 
to address them that way. 
 
Exchange 11: Hi, Mr. Sheiki. 
Soldier: Hi, Mr. Sheiki. ahlan yaa sayed sheyKhee 
Local:  Hello! ahlan 
Soldier: Are you doing well? inta kwayis? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
It is best not to make specific inquiries about a man’s female family members.  
 
Exchange 12: How is your family? 
Soldier: How is your family? keef Haal 'aayiltik? 
Local:  They are doing fine, thank you. hum bee-Kheyr shookran 

Dress Codes 
As part of the Muslim world, Libyans have traditionally dressed 
according to Islamic norms. Men wore white tunic robes with a 
turban knotted to convey where they were from. Females began to 
veil at puberty, and married women only appeared outside in black, 
to denote their marital status.122 A blend of modern and traditional 
styles is now visible in the cities along the Mediterranean coast. 
Older Muslim men continue to wear traditional clothing. For special 
occasions, young men may also wear a tunic—without the religious 
headwear. Otherwise, they typically dress in casual Western clothing. 
Traditional Islamic dress for adult women combines a long black 
outer garment, the abayah, with a head scarf. Younger women can wear blouses and even 
form-fitting jeans, but in deference to social mores, they will wear the abayah as a coat in 
public. Veiling (hijab) is not required for Muslim women, but bare-arm blouses, short 
skirts, and shorts would be unthinkable attire in public, and female visitors should avoid 
it as well. The burqa, a veil-like head cover, is worn by some older Muslim women when 
outside the home in the presence of unrelated men. 
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Exchange 13: How should I dress? 
Soldier: How should I dress? keef laazim nalbis? 
Local:  Wear loose fitting clothes 

which cover your body. 
albis malaabis waas'a ilee bitghaTee 
jismak 

 
Since the 1980s, there has been a trend toward veiling in Libya. It has been viewed not as 
a reflection of increased piety but simple economics. A fashionable wardrobe costs 
money and, until recently, few households had such disposable income in Libya’s 
deteriorating economy.123 Visitors will encounter a surprising amount of risqué fashion 
on sale in the souk marketplace, though it is worn exclusively within the home. 
 
Exchange 14: Is this acceptable to wear? 
Soldier: Is this acceptable to wear? haada maqbool lee-libis ? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
 
Non-Muslim visitors, both male and female, can wear 
pants in public. It is permissible for men to wear western-
style sportswear during sporting and leisure activities. In 
practice, younger generations of men go shirtless on the 
beach, wearing only shorts or swim trunks.  
 
The Tuareg, who still live a semi-nomadic desert 
existence in the northwest and elsewhere in border 
regions of Libya, are known as the “Blue People.” This is due to the fabric they 
traditionally wear that is dyed with pulverized indigo stone. Stronger hues of blue 
indicate the higher prestige of the wearer. Because the dye is based on a powder, it tends 
to coat the wearer’s skin—giving them a bluish hue over time.124 Tuareg women are 
thought to be immune to spiritual attack, but the men are not. Thus, men wear an 
imposing-looking blue veil over their nostrils and mouths to protect themselves from evil 
spirits.125  

Hospitality and Gift-Giving 
Libyans take their food seriously, and they like to eat out as well as host dinner parties in 
their homes. For foreigners visiting a Libyan household, it is not necessary to bring a gift 
since the invitation has been extended without expectation of any type of reciprocity. 
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Exchange 15: I appreciate your hospitality. 
Soldier: I really appreciate your 

hospitality. 
mutshakir 'aley Husun Deeyaaftik 

Local:  I am pleased that you came to 
visit. 

ana mamnoon min zeeyaartik 

 
If a man must give a gift to a woman, he should say that it is from a female of family 
relation. Small gifts for the host’s children are seen as thoughtful and are generally well-
received.  
 
Exchange 16: This gift is for you. 
Soldier: This gift is for you. haadee la-hadeeya leek 
Local:  I cannot accept this. ma-nigdarsh nagbalha 

 
Gifts should always be presented with two hands or the right hand alone. In any situation 
where one attempts to present a Libyan with a gift, the giver should politely insist in 
order to allow the receiver to save face. Most Libyans will ultimately accept a gift—
although if it is wrapped, it will likely be opened later. 

Food and Eating Habits 
When an invitation to join a family meal is extended, it is 
appropriate to initially decline by emphasizing how much 
effort it would be for the host. The host will insist and the 
guest should then accept the offer. When in the host’s 
residence, guests should accept hospitality, including an 
offer of coffee or tea, since it is also an offer of 
friendship. Perfumed water may be passed around the 
table before a meal. Dip three fingers as a form of ritual cleansing, in silence. The host 
may utter a short prayer before and after the meal. 

While many Libyan homes have a dining table, meals are taken in a separate room where 
the family sits on the floor. It is customary for the guest to start eating first. Otherwise, 
the oldest male starts first. Some families still observe the traditional practice of men 
eating first. In the presence of a foreign male guest, it is unlikely the women of the 
household will remain after serving the food. Nonetheless, they will ensure he is well fed, 
whatever their financial circumstances, since hospitality is important for Libyans. 
Regardless of social status, Libyans do not consume pork or drink alcohol. Lamb is their 
favorite meat. 

Exchange 17: This food is very good. 
Soldier: This food is very good. haada iT-Ta'aam kwayis halba 
Local:  It’s couscous. hoowa kiziksee 

Before the food is served, bread (kesrah) is placed on each plate; it is used to scoop up 
food. Communal dishes are placed in the center. Since cutlery is not used, it is important 
to take food and drink exclusively with the right hand since the left is used only for 
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bathroom activities. Do not touch your fingers to your mouth as this is considered 
unsanitary.126  

Exchange 18: Making bazeen 
Soldier: What ingredients are used to 

make bazeen?  
shin il-mawaad il-mustaKhdima li-'amel 
il-baazeen? 

Local:  Dough, lamb, eggs, and spices. 'ajeen, laHem Kharoof, daHee, wa-
bhaaraat 

 
While couscous is the staple carbohydrate, spices and herbs figure heavily in the taste. 
The most common include saffron, ginger, chili peppers, and salt, found in the Sahara 
Desert, which is also used as a preservative. It is not considered rude for guests to inform 
the host they cannot eat spicy food. Indeed, unfamiliarity with the types of food Libyans 
eat can serve as an excuse to decline further helpings. 
 
Exchange 19: Only mildly spiced, please. 
Soldier: Could I have the food only 

mildly spiced, please? 
min faDlik nigdir naaKhid maakla Haara 
shwaya bis? 

Local:  Of course. Tab'an 

Conversation is minimal during the meal.127 Afterwards, another prayer will be offered. It 
is important to compliment the host for the food that the family put much time and effort 
into preparing. 

Exchange 20 The food tastes so good. 
Soldier: The food tastes so good. il-akil Ta'maa kwayis halba 
Local:  Thank you. shookran 

Social Events 

Weddings 
Libyan weddings are an important rite of passage and 
increasingly costly affairs, because they may last as many 
as 5 days, with some of the festivities held at night. The 
first day (hafla) kicks off with a lavish banquet, once 
held at home but now typically hosted at a wedding party 
hall, where male and female guests are seated in separate 
rooms. Food servers continuously ply guests with an 
endless succession of delicacies. Afterwards, there is music and dancing for both parties. 
The female guests may engage in Turkish belly-dancing rivalries among themselves as 
the atmosphere becomes increasingly raucous.  
                                                 
126 The Ethnic Food Lover’s Companion: Understanding Cuisines of the World. Zibart, Eve. “North Africa 
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NY: Marshall Cavendish.  
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Exchange 21: Congratulations on your wedding! 
Soldier: Congratulations on your 

wedding! 
alif mabrook 'aley zafaafik 

Local:  We are honored you could 
attend. 

tasharafna bee-HuDoorik 

 
The second day, nejma, is the day of preparation for the bride. In a process that can take 
all day, the bride is decorated with henna patterns on her arms, hands, and feet. The 
groom may have delivered the henna to her home.128 She will pass the time it takes for 
the henna to dry in the company of female friends. The goufah takes place on the third 
day when the bride, wearing a white dress, receives gift-bearing guests at her home, 
although only her husband-to-be is allowed inside. It is also the day of the groom’s lunch 
with his male friends.  
 
The fourth day, dokhla, is when the bride moves into her new home, signifying the 
couple are man and wife. The procession is marked by drivers in the wedding party 
honking and much cheer all around. Upon arrival, they recite Quranic prayers with the 
groom’s family. Since this is the first night the couple will spend together, they must 
endure endless ribbing from their friends. On the fifth day, sabahiyya, the extended 
family will share an elaborate brunch. The bride may change her attire several times at 
specific intervals. She will also be given a spoonful of sugar by her new family to 
symbolize sweet relations for a lifetime. Afterward, the exhausted couple may take a 
honeymoon.129  
 
Exchange 22: I wish you happiness. 
Soldier: I wish you both happiness. nitmanaalkum is-sa'aada 
Local:  We are honored. tasharafna 

 
Videos made of the female-only festivities can only be viewed by other women and close 
male family members. It is inappropriate for attendees to publicly disseminate photos 
they have taken of any wedding festivities. 

Death and Burial Customs 
When a person reaches the final stages of terminal 
illness, they are moved to a smoke-free room and 
attended by their next of kin, who must be in a state of 
purity. This excludes menstruating women and those who 
have given birth within the past 40 days. Upon death, the 
deceased’s eyes are closed immediately in accordance 
with the hadith, “when the soul (ruh) is taken, the 
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eyesight follows it.” This is intended to ease the soul’s fear of leaving the body.130  
 
Exchange 23: Please be strong. 
Soldier: Please be strong. shid Heylik 
Local:  We will try. binHaawloo 

 
The body is washed in clean water, starting with the right side, working downward and 
then to the left. The ritual washing is carried out by family members of the same gender 
as the deceased. It continues until the corpse is completely clean and body fluids have 
been emptied or plugged with cotton. It is then wrapped in clean linens in preparation for 
burial.131 Clothing of the deceased may be distributed to the poor as a final means to 
accrue merit. 
 
Burials are not held at night, unless it is necessary to comply with the Islamic custom that 
burial should occur within 24 hours of death. Nighttime burial would presumably result 
in fewer mourners, who are all male if the deceased was male. Attendees accrue merit for 
their participation. Moreover, their presence and prayers are presumed to enhance the 
prospects for intercession (shafa) to absolve the deceased for his sins on judgment day. 
Women visit the grave separately. 
 
Exchange 24: I would like to give my condolences. 
Soldier: I would like to give my 

condolences to you and your 
family. 

in'azeek wi-n'azee 'eltik 

Local:  Thank you. shookran 
 
It is appropriate to extend condolences after burial, to help the next of kin accept that the 
death was part of Allah’s plan. People gather at the home of the deceased for three nights 
after the burial. Men read the Quran aloud and make supplications on behalf of the 
deceased. On the last evening, the family serves a meal; part of it will be donated to the 
local mosque for the poor. After the passage of 40 days, all immediate members of the 
deceased’s family visit the grave. In the evening, they will host another prayer session 
and provide a meal for those who attend.132  

Non-Religious Holidays and Festivals 
Libya’s non-religious holidays and festivals occur on 
both the national and local level. Countrywide, 
government offices and schools are closed during several 
primary national holidays.   
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National Holidays 
Libya’s Revolution Day is the most important non-religious holiday. Every 1 September 
Libyans celebrate the establishment of the Qadhafi regime on the anniversary of its 
founding. Tripoli’s Green Square is the site of a large rally with speeches by the leader, 
Col. Qadhafi. A sea of green (the color of the revolution) fills the parade routes through 
city streets and the main coastal highway. Some years, the major celebration is held in 
Benghazi rather than Tripoli. Jamahiriya Day, or “People’s Authority Day,” is the 
celebration of the founding of the Jamahiriya or “state of the masses” under which the 
citizenry is said to enjoy direct democracy. Libya celebrates its independence on 24 
December, which is National Day. This day commemorates the defeat of Italy in World 
War II and the proclamation of Libya as a united country in December of 1951, 
facilitated by the United Nations. The somber observance known as the Day of Mourning 
occurs on 26 October in memorial of Libyans who were killed and exiled during the 
Italian occupation.133 In addition, new holidays appear and disappear. In 2005, when 
bilateral reparations negotiations over Italy’s colonial legacy were stalled, Qadhafi 
proposed a “Vendetta Against Italians Day.” After an agreement was signed by Qadhafi 
and Italian Prime Minister Silvio Berlusconi in 2008, Qadhafi proclaimed a Libyan–
Italian Friendship Day.134   

Festivals 
Local annual celebrations include the Acacus Festival, 
which is held in the remote, southwestern border town of 
Ghat during December and January. The festivities 
celebrate the local Tuareg heritage with food, music, 
dance, handicrafts, and activities, such as camel racing 
and wrestling. The northern Berber of the Jebel Nafusah 
region hold the Qasr Festival. This annual celebration is 
similar to the Acacus Festival because it honors Berber traditions of the northern region. 
The Ghadames Festival occurs every October.135 Ghadames is an ancient cross-Sahara 
caravan settlement, where homes adjoin covered passageways that protect residents from 
the desert climate’s extremes. During the 3-day festival, the walkways are lit and people 
welcome each other and travelers into their homes for revelry, including music and 
singing late into the night. Outside the settlement walls, horses and camels are adorned in 
ceremonial saddles and attire and compete in racing contests. 

                                                 
133 Libya, First Edition. Ham, Anthony. “Facts for the Visitor: Public Holidays and Events [pp. 75–76].” 
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134 Time. Israely, Jeff. “Italy Pays Reparations to Libya.” 2 September 2008. 
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135 Libya in Pictures. Di Piazza, Francesca. “Chapter 4: Cultural Life [p. 55].” 2006. Minneapolis: Lerner 
Publishing Group. 
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Do’s and Don’ts 
 
Do show deference to the elderly.  
 
Do shake hands when greeting men; be prepared for a prolonged handshake. 

Do smile and make direct eye contact, although eye contact should be intermittent rather 
than constant.  

Do be punctual, but don’t expect that from your host, who may be running behind with 
previous engagements.  

Do remove your shoes when entering a mosque or private residence.  
 
Do ask permission before taking photographs of people. 
 
Don’t extend your hand when greeting a female, but reciprocate if she initiates contact.  
 
Don’t show the soles of your feet.  
 
Don’t touch your fingers to your mouth while eating. 
 
Don’t wander around eating or drinking, since consumption is restricted by law to 
appropriate venues. 
 
Don’t eat or pass items with your left hand, which Muslims reserve for activities 
conducted in the bathroom. 
 
Don’t offer money in exchange for assistance from a Libyan, if the help was extended in 
the spirit of hospitality.  
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Chapter 4 Urban Life 

Introduction 
During the oil boom of the 1960s and 1970s, rural 
migrants flocked to coastal cities and created 
communities of people from the same place. In the 
1980s, rural migration continued to add to the population 
concentration in Libya’s northernmost regions.136 Thus, 
newly created urban communities retained patterns of 
social organization of particular tribes. While urbanites 
no longer live together in extended families, kin often live near each other, providing a 
family support system.  
 
In the cities, Libyan nationals enjoy state-provided housing. By contrast, migrants from 
surrounding countries and sub-Saharan Africa live in squatter settlements.137 They have 
taken jobs that Libyans consider undesirable, and Qadhafi has welcomed them in an 
effort to improve his stature with the entire continent beyond North Africa. Yet his 
government has also been criticized by Western European countries—often the final 
destination of human trafficking syndicates that use Libya as a launching pad. Moreover, 
every time a migrant commits a crime against a Libyan citizen, there is a public backlash 
against non-Muslim African migrants. As a result, non-Muslim migrants often fear for 
their safety.138 

Health Care 
The best Libyan hospitals are located in Tripoli and Benghazi. Even here, hygiene issues 
and supply shortages plague the system, resulting in the reuse of syringes, for example. 
Also, Libya continues to suffer from a lack of medical professionals. Libyan doctors are 
largely general practitioners by training and experience. Thus, specialized medicine 
remains reliant on foreigners, many from the Middle East and Eastern Europe. 
 
54 Exchange 25: Is there a hospital nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a hospital nearby? fee mustashfa grieeb min eh-ney? 
Local:  Yes, in the center of town. na'am fee wasT il-madeena 

 

                                                 
136 Federal Research Division, Library of Congress. A Country Study: Libya. Helen Chapin Metz, Ed. “The 
Society.” 1987. http://countrystudies.us/libya/37.htm  
137 Labour Writers. “Libya’s Mass Migrant Expulsions are Illegal.” 19 January 2008. 
http://communicatinglabourrights.wordpress.com/2008/01/19/libyas-mass-migrant-expulsions-are-illegal/ 
138 African Business. “African Immigrants Flee Libya.” 1 November 2000. 
http://www.allbusiness.com/government/employment-regulations-foreign-employees/1099229-1.html 



 38

In the late 1990s, an incident arose when the HIV virus 
spread among more than 400 children in a Benghazi 
hospital. Because Benghazi is a city of extended clans, 
many people considered themselves kin to any one of the 
victims.139 Public outrage escalated after a Libyan 
magazine, which was quickly shut down, publicized the 
children’s plight.140 The Qadhafi government claimed 
expatriate hospital staff from Bulgaria deliberately 
infected the children. (Subsequent investigation considered that the hospital’s infection 
more likely originated with sub-Saharan guest workers and spread through poor 
practices.) Once the Bulgarians had been officially blamed, Libyans wanted vengeance. 
Those accused, including a Palestinian doctor, spent years in prison fighting convictions 
that mandated the death penalty.141 Following international outcry, they were allowed to 
leave the country in the summer of 2007.142  
 
55 Exchange 26: Do you know what is wrong? 
Soldier: Do you know what is wrong? hal ta'rif shinu il-ghaliT? 
Local:  No. laa 

 
Spurred by quality of care concerns and the ability of wealthy Libyans to pay, the 
country’s free health care in urban areas has evolved into a mixed system. Although 
public health facilities remain free, private clinics supplement the public system with 
superior equipment and services.143 Doctors employed in the public sector moonlight for 
additional income by operating private clinics offering services on a fee per treatment 
basis.144 
 
53 Exchange 27: Is Dr. al-Barouki in, sir? 
Soldier: Is Dr. al-Barouki in, sir? id-duktor la-baarookee mawjood daaKhil? 
Local:  No. laa 
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In the summer of 2009 the British government signed an agreement with the Qadhafi 
government to bring Libyan doctors to the U.K for specialized training.145  

Telecommunications 
Updating the Libyan Information and Communication 
Technology (ICT) sector, which comprises voice and 
data communications, has become a priority in recent 
years. The General Post and Telecommunication 
Company (GPTC), run by one of Qadhafi’s sons, 
earmarked USD 10 billion for modernization of the 
telecom industry by 2025.146 While the infrastructure is 
being developed, Libyan urbanites increasingly rely on cellular service.  
 
Exchange 28: What is your telephone number? 
Soldier: What is your telephone 

number? 
gidaash raqem taleefonik? 

Local:  My phone number is 91-220-
3239. 

raqem taleefonee hoowa tis'a-waaHid-
ithneyn-ithneyn-Safir- tlaatha-ithneyn-
tlaatha-tis'a 

As soon as international sanctions were lifted against the Qadhafi government in 2004, a 
deal was inked with Nokia to supply equipment for cell phone service in northwestern 
Libya.147  
 
Exchange 29: May I use your phone? 
Soldier: May I use your phone? nigdir nistaKhdim taleefonik? 
Local:  Sure. Tab'an 

 
Major U.S. cell phone plans enable subscribers to use their phones in Libya’s coastal 
cities.148 The demand for mobile phone access has extended into the airways; Libyan 
Airlines is slated to support in-flight mobile calls in 2010.149  
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Transportation 
While Libya lacks a train system, other types of public 
transportation are well developed. Flying is convenient, 
given the size of the country, but domestic flights are 
often fully booked long in advance.  
 
Exchange 30: Which road leads to the airport? 

Soldier: Which road leads to the airport? ay Treeg yarfa' lil-maTaar? 
Local:  The road heading east. iT-Treeg il-mutajah shargan 

 
Long distance buses travel coastal routes on a frequent basis. Service into the interior is 
less frequent.  
 
Exchange 31: Will the bus be here soon? 
Soldier: Will the bus be here soon? il baaS beejee eh-ney feesa'? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
Although no international car rental agencies have franchises in Libya, it is possible to 
rent a car. Hiring a driver is advisable since road signs are only in Arabic. The profusion 
of one-way streets in Tripoli adds another complication. Foreigners can travel 
unaccompanied through the urban areas of the Mediterranean coastline. An escort is 
required for groups of four or more when traveling to the interior.  
 
Exchange 32: Where can I rent a car? 
Soldier: Where can I rent a car? imneyn nigdir nikree sayaara? 
Local:  Downtown. wasT il-madeena 

 
The ratio of car ownership to citizens in Libya is comparable to many Western European 
countries.150 Cheap gasoline is probably a significant factor.151  
 
Exchange 33: Is there a gas station nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a gas station nearby? fee maHaTit binzeen greeba min eh-ney? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
There is no shortage of repair shops to service private cars.  
 
Exchange 34: Is there a good auto mechanic nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a good auto 

mechanic nearby? 
fee mikaaneekee sayaraat greeb min eh-
ney?  

Local:  Yes. na'am 

                                                 
150 The Libyan Economy: Economic Diversification and International Repositioning. Otman, Waniss and 
Erling Karlberg. “Chapter 5: Infrastructure in Libya [p. 155].” 2007. New York: Springer. 
151 Libya, First Edition. Ham, Anthony. “Getting Around [p. 92].” 2002. Footscray, Victoria, Australia: 
Lonely Planet Publications. 



 41

 
“Seven seater” yellow and white taxis are easy to find and carry unrelated passengers on 
fixed routes.152 Overcharging is rare and more likely the result of the language barrier 
than any intent to trick a foreigner. Taxi drivers generally do not accept tips.  
 
Exchange 35: Where can I get a taxi? 
Soldier: Where can I get a taxi? weyn nigdir nitHaSil 'aley taaksee? 
Local:  Over there. eh-naak 

 
There are also private taxis to specific destinations. Meters are rarely used. The fare and a 
passenger’s special requirements must be negotiated and made clear beforehand. Taxi 
drivers have varying degrees of skill, contributing to hazardous travel on coastal roads.  
 
Exchange 36: Can you take me there? 
Soldier: Can you take me there? tigdir taaKhidnee ghaadee? 
Local:  Yes, I can.  na'am nigdir 

Restaurants & Dining 
In recent years, the growing stream of businesspeople has 
improved the economic outlook for restaurant owners in 
the heart of Libya’s urban areas. Getting a decent table at 
one of Tripoli’s better seafood restaurants is increasingly 
difficult.153 Regardless of the type of establishment, 
visitors will find that Libyans have one dietary ritual. 
According to an American traveler, “Restaurant meals, 
dinners in hotels, even sandwich lunches eaten at truck-stop cafes while our driver 
refueled his little bus—all began with a bowl of Libyan soup.”154 
 
Exchange 37: I’d like some hot soup. 
Soldier: I’d like some hot soup. law tasmaH sharba sKhoona 
Local:  Sure. HaaDir 

 
The soup is typically spicy and includes a combination of Libyan cuisine staples: 
tomatoes, onions, lamb, chilies, saffron, and paprika.  
 
Exchange 38: What type of meat is this? 
Soldier: What type of meat is this? shin naw' il-lHam haada? 
Local:  Lamb. Khroof 
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Drinking sweetened mint tea is a ritual most Libyans practice several times a day. 
Visitors are invariably offered tea. Coffee is also widely available in instant and Arab 
“thick” varieties. 
 
Exchange 39: I would like coffee or tea. 
Soldier: I would like coffee or tea. nibee gah-wa aw shaahee min faDlik 
Local:  Sure. HaaDir 

 
Restaurants usually accommodate a patron’s requests for particular types of meals.  
 
Exchange 40: Are you still serving breakfast? 
Soldier: Are you still serving breakfast? maazilt itwaza' fee li-fToor? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
Although alcohol is unavailable, Libyans drink a variety of sodas and carbonated fruit 
juices, including a locally produced, bright-red drink called bitter.155 Because water is 
scarce, it must usually be asked for.  
 
Exchange 41: May I have a glass of water? 
Soldier: May I have a glass of water? min faDlik kubaaya maya 
Local:  Yes, right away. na'am Haalan 

 
Libyans are known for their sweet-tooth. Desserts dripping with honey, sugar, and 
almonds are preferred. Basbousa is a popular, almond–flavored, sweet cake made with 
semolina. 
 
Exchange 42: Do you have a dessert? 
Soldier: Do you have a dessert? 'indik Halaweeyaat? 
Local:  Yes, we have baklava. na'am 'indna baqlaawa  

 
Whoever organizes a meal typically pays for the group; the concept of splitting the check 
is alien to Libyans. 
 
Exchange 43: Put this all in one bill? 
Soldier: Put this all in one bill? HuT haada kulah fee faatoora waaHda 
Local:  Okay. HaaDir 

 
 
Restaurant meals are often leisurely, rather than a prelude to other entertainment. 
Conversation can run long over post-meal coffee or tea. Hence, you may need to summon 
the food server when you are ready to depart. 
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Exchange 44: Can I have my total bill, please? 
Soldier: Can I have my total bill, please? nigdir naaKhid majmoo' il-faatoora min 

faDlik? 
Local:  Yes, of course. na'am bit-ta-keed 

Marketplace 
The souk is the traditional marketplace in the Arab world. 
Outlawed for a time during Qadhafi’s early years in 
power, souks have reemerged, although with less variety 
of goods. In rented stalls, merchants often group together 
by trade; some are even found in specialized souks. In 
some cases, the stall has been passed down within the 
family.  
 
Exchange 45: Is the souk nearby? 
Soldier: Is the souk nearby? is-soog greeb min eh-ney? 
Local:  Yes, over there on the right. na'am eh-naak 'al yameen 

 
Souks are typically open for long hours, though merchants may close their businesses 
mid-day on Friday for prayers.  
 
Exchange 46: How much longer will you be here? 
Soldier: How much longer will you be 

here? 
gidaash ibtug'ud eh-ney? 

Local:   Three more hours. tlaath saa'aat uKhra 
 
Libyans dislike bargaining. Merchants may be offended if asked for a discount, or if a 
buyer offers a ridiculously low price in anticipation of bargaining.156 Bargaining may be 
done with some non-Libyan merchants, who initiate the exchange. 
 
Exchange 47: Can I buy a carpet with this much money? 
Soldier: Can I buy a carpet with this 

much money? 
nigdir nishree sijaada bee haadi li-floos? 

Local:  No. laa 
 
Vendors may even press foreign shoppers to take an inexpensive item as a goodwill gift. 
One startled visitor explained, “[This] is Libya, where tourists are more a source of mild 
curiosity than wallets on legs.”157  
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Exchange 48: Do you sell copper trays? 
Soldier: Do you sell copper trays? hal tibee' fee is-sfur in-nuHaaseeya? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
Craftspeople, who now find themselves competing 
against imported, mass-produced goods (“sea goods”), 
are especially receptive to foreign visitors. They take 
great pride in their work and encourage prospective 
buyers to examine products carefully to appreciate the 
quality.  
 
Exchange 49: May I examine this close up? 
Soldier: May I examine this close up? nigdir nafHiS iS-Soora haadee? 
Local:  Sure. na'am 

 
The equipment, such as looms, used to create the items may be present in the shop. 
Needless to say, handcrafted items are not mass-produced.  
 
Exchange 50: Do you have any more of these? 
Soldier: Do you have any more of these? ‘indik aktar min hadooma? 
Local:  No. laa 

 
Merchants will likely have a modest amount of cash on hand, so bring small bills.  
 
Exchange 51: Can you give me change for this? 
Soldier: Can you give me change for 

this? 
tigdir tSarif-lee haadee? 

Local:  No. laa 
 
Moreover, souk shopkeepers will probably only accept Libyan currency. 
 
Exchange 52: Do you accept U.S. currency? 
Soldier: Do you accept U.S. currency? taaKhid 'umla amreekeeya? 
Local:  No we only accept dinars. laa ma-nagbalsh ilaa fee id-deenaaraat 

 
It is doubtful that visitors will be confronted by beggars, given the government’s 
comprehensive social welfare program. However, due to persistent high unemployment, 
the streets of Tripoli are full of loitering young men.158  
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Exchange 53: Give me money 
Local: Give me money 'aTeenee floos 
Soldier:  I don’t have any. maa 'indeesh floos 

 
Foreign tourists will more likely be confronted by 
desperate salesmen or African migrant peddlers than 
beggars.  
 
 
 
Exchange 54: Buy something from me. 

Local: Please, buy something from me. min faDlik ishree Haaja minee 
Soldier:  Sorry, I have no money left. mit-asif ma 'indeesh floos mitbageeya 
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Chapter 5 Rural Life 

Introduction 
The Sahara has long served as a vast buffer between the 
tribes that became modern Libya. Their geographic 
isolation allowed rural residents of the three traditional 
regions [Tripolitania (Western Region), Cyrenaica, and 
Fezzan] the relative autonomy to develop their own way 
of life. But desert subsistence meant that a certain amount 
of exchange was necessary for food security. Some tribes 
engaged in nomadic pastoralism while others settled and farmed, so their efforts proved 
mutually beneficial. Pastoralists exchanged animal meat with farmers who grew barley 
and wheat around the oases, where there was sufficient water for crops.  
 
In the northern semi-arid areas of Tripolitania, wetter periods afforded years of 
significant grain surplus. During one such time, Libya became a major supplier of meat 
and grain to the British navy in Malta (in 1810).159 The value of halfa, a type of wild 
grass, to European papermaking began the shift from subsistence to exporting primary 
products as the mainstay of the Libyan economy. It contributed to the rise of a class of 
wage laborers who depended on the market for survival, rather than their tribe. Halfa 
continued to be a major Libyan export into the 20th century until wood fiber replaced it 
in papermaking. Oil, discovered in 1959, replaced halfa as Libya’s primary export, and it 
generated significantly more non-farming employment opportunities.160 Despite the 
conversion of nomads to settled farmers, agricultural production declined during the 
1970s because of the far larger rural migration to the cities.161 Libya, flush with hard 
currency from oil exports, was in a position to import food. Food imports have steadily 
risen from USD 100 million in 1970 to USD 1,270 million in 2005.162  

Tribal Distribution  
Although the government has attempted to assimilate tribes of the interior by providing 
urban housing and requiring the use of Arabic for legal purposes, many tribespeople 
remain in outlying areas and persist in their way of life. In the Western Region, various 
Berber tribes continue to live in the Jebel Nafusah, where they still farm and raise 
animals. Although they no longer live underground or in caves, the tribes’ ancient qasrs 
(fortified cave-like granaries) attest to their long history in the region.163 In the southern 
areas of the Western Region (around Ghadames) and deep into the Fezzan (in oasis towns 
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such as Ghat), the nomadic Tuareg continue their pastoral way of life, wandering across 
the borders of Libya’s western neighbors. In the southeast, deep in the Sahara, the Tebu 
(Toubou) live an extremely isolated existence in family and clan affiliations. They are 
farmers and pastoralists in the Tibesti mountain region and maintain their traditional 
practice of folk Islam. 

Rural Authority 
Historically, land in Libya was divided between tribes and treated as 
communal property.164 The Ottomans introduced a system of land 
ownership in 1858, to create an efficient structure for individual 
taxation by monetizing the value of a family’s property.165 During the 
subsequent period of Italian colonization, the government claimed 
formal ownership of the land in order to resettle Italians in a “land to 
the tiller” program—an effort to revive Libya’s ancient Roman 
past.166 
 
Exchange 55: Do you own this land? 
Soldier: Do you own this land? timlik haadee il-ariD? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
Despite the agendas of the colonizers, the tribal structure remained strong. The 
monarchical government at the time of independence in 1951 relied on tribal leaders to 
oversee local affairs, although their authority was no longer undisputed. When Muammar 
Qadhafi overthrew the monarchy in 1969, he viewed ancient tribal loyalties as an 
obstacle to his revolutionary agenda.167 To undermine these traditional lines of authority, 
he divided the country into zones that lumped different tribes together. Moreover, entire 
villages were relocated when they were declared to be no longer viable farming 
communities.168 The natives’ fraying tribal ties and dependence on the state for social 
services enabled the police to become the local authority.  
 
Exchange 56: Is the police station close by? 
Soldier: Is the police station close by? markiz il-bolees greeb min eh-ney? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 
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This may not be evident to visitors, who will be told that power has been decentralized 
through the creation of municipalities (shabiat) and communes (mahallat).169 Yet any 
local resident would be able to point a visitor to the nearest police station. 
 
Exchange 57: Can you take me to the police station? 
Soldier: Can you take me to the police 

station? 
tigdir tarfa'nee li-markiz il-bolees? 

Local:  Yes. na'am 

Education 
Education is free in Libya, from elementary school to the 
university level. Prior to independence, schools were few 
and illiteracy was high, especially in rural areas. Qadhafi 
encouraged universal education. More recently, the 
government introduced mobile schools to provide 
educational access to extended areas in the Sahara.170 The 
rise in national literacy rates and attendance at vocational 
schools and universities indicates that this outreach has experienced a measurable level of 
success.  
 
Exchange 58: Is there a school nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a school nearby? fee madirsa greeba min eh-ney? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
Figures on enrollment rates suggest that parents traditionally sent girls to school only 
long enough for them to acquire basic literacy and numeracy. Such skills were deemed to 
enhance their marital prospects.171 Ironically, Libyan girls now outperform boys in 
school. The reasons are speculative: girls are homebound and have fewer distractions 
than boys, enabling them to concentrate on their studies; or because teaching is one of the 
few professions open to women in Libya, girls have female role models.172  

Health Care 
Health care is free, although specialized services are available on a fee-for-service basis. 
Oil revenues have enabled the Qadhafi government to implement a system that has raised 
the standard of public health. Such improvements include the increased number of health 
clinics and concerted efforts to deliver safe, potable water.  
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Exchange 59: Can you help me? 
Soldier: My arm is broken, can you help 

me? 
draa'ee maksoor, tigdir itsaa'idnee?  

Local:  Yes, I can help you.   na'am nigdir insaa'dik 
 
The government has also advanced the medical field by recruiting 
health care professionals from other countries while sending 
promising students overseas to medical school. According to official 
statistics, infant mortality is less than 20 per 1,000 births and almost 
all children receive routine vaccinations.173 However, residents and 
travelers to smaller cities, villages, and rural areas in general should 
receive inoculations for typhoid and rabies; measles, mumps, and 
rubella (MMR); diphtheria, pertussis, and tetanus (DPT); polio; and 
hepatitis A and B.174 
 
Exchange 60: Is there a medical clinic nearby? 
Soldier: Is there a medical clinic nearby? Hal fee 'eeyaada greeb min eh-ney? 
Local:  Yes, over there. na'am, eh-naak 

 
Mobile medical units travel to more remote areas to provide basic health care. For more 
serious health needs, services are available at facilities ranked according to degree of 
specialization. Level one offers basic diagnostic and preventive care, while level two 
offers more specialized care. The third level, polyclinics, which are located in cities, offer 
heart disease and cancer radiation treatments that use expensive equipment.175 In cases 
that require full hospitalization, rural Libyans must go to one of the country’s two main 
hospitals, in Tripoli or Benghazi.   

Transportation & Lodging 
The Qadhafi government’s emphasis on expanding transportation infrastructure caused a 
dramatic increase in roadways. In 1978, Libya had only about 8,800 km (5,468 mi) of 
roads, and about 50% were paved. Merely 20 years later, Libya had an estimated total 
road network of 83,200 km (51,698 mi), of which 47,590 km (29,571 mi) were paved. 
This has done much to incorporate far-flung oasis settlements into larger society.176  
 
Exchange 61: Do you know this area very well? 
Soldier: Do you know this area very 

well? 
ta'rif il-manTiqa haadee kwayis? 

Local:  Yes. na'am 
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Yet driving can be hazardous. Traffic laws are not enforced and roads merge into single-
lane highways without warning. Salt deposits and roaming wildlife (particularly camels) 
pose additional travel hazards after dark. Crimes of opportunity, in which unattended 
vehicles are targeted for break-in, are far more prevalent than armed robbery.177  
 
Exchange 62: Did these people threaten you? 
Soldier: Did these people threaten you? in-naas hadooma hadidook? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
Hotels off the newly beaten tourist path are likely to offer 
spartan lodging. In various rural areas around interior 
oases, visitors can camp in their own tents; or stay in 
facilities ranging from tents with remote, shared toilets to 
mud-brick cottages with thatched roofs—some with 
private baths that may have bathtubs.178 Especially in 
rural areas, Libyan hospitality generally far exceeds the 
level of accommodations.  
 
Exchange 63: Is there lodging nearby? 
Soldier: Is there lodging nearby? hal fee manzil mafroosh lil-eejaar? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 

Checkpoints 
Road checkpoints—some operated by armed soldiers and others by local police—are 
common.179 When guards in green uniforms are present, it generally means that the army 
is looking for military deserters. The police usually wear blue uniforms and handle 
inspections of the driver’s identity, to control illegal immigration, among other issues.180   
 
Exchange 64: Where is the nearest checkpoint? 
Soldier: Where is the nearest 

checkpoint? 
weyn agrub nuqTut tafteesh? 

Local:  It’s two kilometers. tub'ud zoz kilomeetar 
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Visitors have reported encountering checkpoints every 40 km (25 mi), so that vehicles 
must pass through one whenever they enter or exit a town.181 The checkpoints effectively 
prohibit foreigners from traveling at night.  
 
Exchange 65: Is this all the ID you have? 
Soldier: Is this all the ID you have? haadee kul il-wathaa-iq ilee 'indik? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
Vehicle registration is routinely checked. Therefore, 
Libyan drivers would certainly be familiar with the 
papers needed and the general inspection protocol. 
 
 
 
Exchange 66: Please get out of the car. 

Soldier: Please get out of the car. min faDlik aTla' bara mis-siyaara 
Local:  OK. baahee 

 
On the northern coastal highway, foreigners are allowed to travel unaccompanied. But 
when travelling in the interior, especially in a group of four or more, an escort is 
generally needed.182  
 
Exchange 67: Show us the car registration. 
Soldier: Show us the car registration. wareena ktayib is-siyaara 
Local:  OK. baahee 

 
Libyan authorities strictly enforce laws relating to firearms.183 
 
Exchange 68: Are you carrying any guns? 
Soldier: Are you carrying any guns? hal taHmil ay slaaH? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 
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Land Mines 
Land mines and unexploded ordnance (UXO) remain a 
danger in some areas of Libya. Laid during World War II 
and the conflicts with Egypt and Chad, the explosives 
have affected petroleum extraction efforts. Land mines 
are also a danger to industrial development projects, and 
their existence limits the areas that could be open to cattle 
grazing.  
 
The presence of land mines has affected some phases of the construction of the Great 
Man-Made River (GMR) project. A 3,380 km (2,100 mi) network of underground pipes, 
the GMR requires excavation of interior areas in order to move fresh water from aquifers 
to highly populated coastal areas.184 
 
Exchange 69: Is this area mined? 
Soldier: Is this area mined? hal haadee il-manTiqa mlaghma? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
Libya has recently pressed the British government for compensation for the deaths and 
injuries from land mines that the British laid on the Egyptian border during World War 
II.185 
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Chapter 6 Family Life 

Introduction 
Over the last four decades, Muammar Qadhafi has endeavored to 
remake Libya, a nomadic tribal society, into a modern socialist state 
that is compatible with its Islamic heritage. Despite Qadhafi’s 
insistence that the family remains central to society, it has been 
affected by his rule as well as by the country’s oil wealth.186  
 
 
 
 
Exchange 70: Did you grow up here? 
Soldier: Did you grow up here? trabeyt eh-ney? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
Large-scale rural to urban migration, which followed the discovery of oil, has made the 
immediate family more important than the extended one.187  
 
Exchange: 71: How many people live in this house? 
Soldier: How many people live in this 

house? 
gidaash shaKheS yuskun fee haada  il-
Hosh? 

Local:  Eight. tmaaniya 
 
The typical Libyan household today consists of a man, his wife, their newly married and 
unmarried sons, and their unmarried daughters. The married sons establish their homes 
when they are financially able to.188 
 
Exchange 72: Is this your entire family? 
Soldier: Is this your entire family? haadee kul 'aayiltik? 
Local:  No. laa 
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Status of Women 
The official status of women has proved challenging for a 
government that claims to be both socialist and Islamic. Qadhafi 
initially promoted Islamic values, which can call for male guardians 
to accompany women in public, as well as female veiling (hijab) 
outside the home. Yet his revolutionary ideals also extended to the 
emancipation of women from traditional gender roles.189 He has 
employed female bodyguards.190 But oil wealth has negated the 
necessity for large numbers of women to enter the labor force.191 
Moreover, the Qadhafi government has not provided free daycare, a 
provision that would likely elicit a backlash from more conservative 
quarters of society. So, married mothers who enter the workforce bear a double burden. 
As a Libyan woman explained, “The husband still depends on her to take care of the 
children, the housework and cooking.”192 Consequently, the phenomenon of the single 
career woman has emerged in Libya, challenging the social norm that women should not 
live alone.  
 
Exchange 73: Does your family live here? 
Soldier: Does your family live here? 'aayiltik tuskun eh-ney? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
The status of women is difficult to characterize because it depends on place of residence, 
social status, and degree of religious devotion. The circumstances of nomads and farmers 
require women to be unveiled outside the home, but under conditions where they are 
unlikely to meet an unfamiliar male.  
 
Exchange 74: Where do you work? 
Soldier: Where do you work?    weyn tiKhdim? 
Local:  I am a farmer. aaney muzaari' 
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Some women in cities are employed, mostly in “pink-collar” professions like teaching, 
nursing, and secretarial support; others remain secluded (purdah) because urban living 
puts them in proximity to men outside the family.  
 
Exchange 75: Are these people part of your family? 
Soldier: Are these people part of your 

family? 
hadooma in-naas min 'aayiltik? 

Local:  Yes. na'am 
 
Religious belief appears to have trumped revolutionary 
rhetoric about gender equality, with respect to morality 
laws. The Libyan government runs what it calls “social 
rehabilitation” facilities for women and girls who have 
violated zina laws. These laws criminalize adultery and 
sex out of wedlock—crimes that men are rarely 
prosecuted for.193 The government claims that this is a 
form of protective custody against the prospect of 
familial retribution for bringing shame upon the household. Yet detainees have no means 
to challenge their confinement. Even rape victims are at risk of detention since their 
families may reject them. Inside the facility, no distinction is made between criminals, 
such as those locked up for prostitution, and rape victims.194 Moreover, detention can be 
indefinite because residents can only be released to the custody of a male family member 
or a man who is seeking a spouse.195 In reality, few families are willing to bear the stigma 
of taking their daughter back. Thus, in the words of a Libyan official, “[T]he only answer 
is marriage. That is the only way to leave the [social rehabilitation] home.”196 
 
Exchange 76: Is this your wife? 
Soldier: Is this your wife? haadee zojtik? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
Women are considered old ladies (azuz) at the onset of menopause; at that time they are 
accorded a bit more freedom from male supervision.197  
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Marriage & Divorce 

Marriage 
For Libyans, marriage is a rite of passage. It represents a 
union between families rather than an arrangement 
between two individuals. Therefore, the families are 
heavily involved in identifying appropriate partners. 
Traditionally, marriage between the children of brothers 
was preferred.198 This enabled the family to avoid incorporating outsiders, which would 
dilute its assets. Rural-to-urban migration has reduced this trend, although marriage 
within the tribe is still the norm.  
 
Exchange 77: Do you have any brothers? 
Soldier: Do you have any brothers? 'indik Khuut? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
For a girl’s parents, early marriage was the best way to ensure their daughter’s virginity. 
The law now requires both parties reach the age of 20 before marriage, though a judge 
can grant permission for minors to marry. In addition, the betrothed have been given the 
right of consent to the union.199 Yet the biggest obstacle to matrimony is the prohibitive 
cost. A 21st-century Libyan wedding can run USD 10,000 in a country where the average 
government salary is less than USD 300 a month.200  
 
Exchange 78: Are you married? 
Soldier: Are you married? inta mitzawij? 
Local:  No. laa 

 
The high expense owes to the Libyan tradition of inviting the entire village and clan to 
celebrate the union. One must host multiple banquets, often spread out over a week. The 
groom’s family must also provide the new couple with their own housing as well as a 
sizeable dowry (mahr) to the woman. The amount and payment schedule is negotiated 
between the two families. In addition to these formidable initial costs, many young men 
face bleak employment prospects, casting doubt on their ability to support a family.201  
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Exchange 79: Are you the only person who has a job? 
Soldier: Are you the only person in 

your family who has a job? 
inta il-waHeed fee 'aayiltik ilee yiKhdim? 

Local:  No. laa 
 
Polygamy is permissible in Libya, though it is relatively rare. It requires a man to get the 
permission of his first wife and demonstrate the ability to support additional families. 

Divorce 
Islamic law allows a man to divorce his wife simply by 
verbally declaring their marriage dissolved three times in 
front of witnesses. Yet a court decree of divorce is 
necessary for it to be legally binding in Libya.202 Judicial 
divorces can be granted at the behest of either party or the 
court, though the latter typically is restricted to the 
dissolution of incestuous unions or those between a 
Muslim and non-Muslim. The grounds for fault-based divorce include mental illness, 
contagious illness, infertility, and impotence. In the case of a no-fault divorce, the court 
will usually require some reconciliation attempt before granting a decree. Representatives 
of each side, typically male members of the respective families, negotiate the terms and 
conditions of the property settlement. 
 
Although the husband is legally allowed to end the union without grounds (talaq), in 
doing so he assumes responsibility for his ex-wife’s maintenance and forfeits legal claim 
to the dowry. In reality, if he fails to pay alimony, the woman usually has limited legal 
recourse.203 For the wife, dissolution of the marriage contract without reason (khul) 
requires her to repay her dowry and other expenditures assumed by the husband’s side. 
The negotiated time frame for repayment often stipulates repayment of the dowry upon 
the wife’s remarriage. In effect, her new husband discharges her debt to the old one.204 
 
If there are children, the father is their natural guardian (al waley); the mother is the 
physical custodian—a role distinct from legal custodian—of minor children, who must be 
supported by their father. In the event of divorce, the Libyan Family Code gives initial 
physical custody to the mother; if she were unable to fulfill the responsibility, it is 
assumed by her mother; if she is unable, then the children’s father; and then his mother if 
he becomes incapacitated.205 Women cannot be coerced into waiving their custody rights 
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in exchange for a divorce. Moreover, a mother can assume the financial obligation of 
maintaining minor children, though if she fails to do so, it reverts to the father.206  

Life Stages 

Children 
Procreation and securing family lineage are the main purpose of a 
Libyan marriage. A wife’s place is not secure until she gives birth to 
a son. Her relationship with him will be closer than that of the father, 
who is the disciplinarian in the family. While grandparents may help 
with childcare, it would be unseemly for a grandfather to prepare 
food for his grandchildren. That remains the responsibility of their 
mother or, in her absence, their grandmother.  
 
Exchange 80: Do your children go to school? 
Soldier: Do your children go to school? iSghaarik yimshoo lil-madirsa?  
Local:  Yes. na'am 

 
The government’s emphasis on education—mandatory for both boys and girls, ages 6 to 
15—portends further social change for Libya, because education will result in smaller 
families. The more educated the mother, the fewer children she tends to bear.207 Oil 
wealth has enabled the government to expand access to education, and the government 
claims 100% attendance.208 

The Elderly 
With oil wealth and Qadhafi’s revolution, the state (rather than the family) has become 
the primary source of group welfare, by providing free education and medical care. Yet 
adult children are still considered by society to be responsible for the care of their elderly 
parents. Among the siblings, which child should assume primary responsibility is decided 
within the family in consultation with the parents.  
 
Thus, while the state provides elder care facilities, in reality only those are childless go to 
a retirement home. Should an adult child attempt to place a parent there, he would be 
asked why it is impossible to care for the parent in the home. Acceptable answers would 
include serious illness such as a stroke or dementia. The parents may distribute their 
property as they wish among their next of kin. If they fail to leave a will, the state would 
divide their property in accordance with Shari’a law. 

                                                 
206 Women and Muslim Family Laws in Arab States: A Comparative Overview of Textual Development and 
Advocacy. Welchman, Lynn. “Chapter 9: Divorce [p. 121].” 2007. Holland: Amsterdam University Press.  
207 The Libyan Economy: Economic Diversification and International Repositioning. Otman, Waniss and 
Erling Karlberg. “Chapter 4: Social Policy and Trends [p. 146].” 2007. New York: Springer.  
208 UNICEF. “At a Glance: Libyan Arab Jamahiriya.” 2007. 
http://www.unicef.org/infobycountry/laj_statistics.html 



 59

Naming Conventions 
Libyans follow Arab conventions in naming their 
children. So it is mainly the father’s duty to select what is 
deemed a fittingly beautiful name. Boys are named for 
animals associated with strength, such as Asah (lion); or 
for power, like Saif (sword); whereas girls are named for 
more delicate creatures, like Asfurah (bird); for positive 
emotions, such as Hanna (happiness); or for physical 
attractiveness, like Ghadah (beauty). Names of important figures in the Quran are also 
popular, such as the (Prophet) Mohammad or his uncle, Abbas. The Libyan government 
has worked to assimilate the non-Arab tribes by requiring civil registration of names in 
Arabic. A 1984 law prohibits the use of non-Arabic names.209 Traditional Imazighan 
(Berber) names are meant to represent the identity of the child. Not necessarily of Islamic 
or Arabic origin, such Imazighan male names as Agwmar (stallion) and Usem (lightning), 
and female names like Tafukt (sunshine) and Tecwwa (beauty), are no longer registrable 
with the state.210 
 
Exchange 81: Are these your children? 
Soldier: Are these your children? hadooma Sghaarik? 
Local:  Yes. na'am 
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