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Abstract: Libya is among the few Arab countries with a social structure that has not
changed and seems to have been little scathed by colonial policies in contrast with
other Arab countries. This is especially true in the context of the Maghreb. Perhaps
this is largely due to the deeply rooted tribal system in Libya. However, Libya has
been subjected to certain transformations towards becoming a modern state. This
paper attempts a reading of modern Libya in terms of its inception and development, through to its relative state of stability and fall by subjecting these issues to
a Khaldunian framework of analysis. The study focuses solely on the Khaldunian
principle of asabiyya (Group Feeling) and attempts to illustrate its early appearance
in the formation of modern Libya. The study is based on a number of important
historical events in the history of Libya in which it will be demonstrated that the
principle of asabiyya was present in all forms of modern Libya from 1711 to 2011.
The paper concludes with a number of suggestions for the progress of the current
troubled state of Libya.
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Libya currently continues to draw increased
world media interest, largely because of its fragile
political infrastructure however, complicated
with the spread of ISIS. Such condition, reflect
to large extent an old tribal fabric of the Libyan
society and culture in addition to enormous
internal conflicts witnessed along the history of
its state formation. This paper uses Khaldunian
perspective of analysis in an attempt to explore
Libya’s contemporary context beginning with its
early formation, development, relative states of
stability, and eventual fall. The study draws on a
number of critical historical events affecting the
history of Libya which, corroboratively demonstrate
that Ibn Khaldun’s theory conveniently explains
Libya’s modern formation (1711–2011). The
paper concludes with some recommendations
on the progress and development of the currently
troubled Libya.
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1. Introduction
Although the death of the Libyan leader, Gaddafi on 20 October 2011, was a cinematic and dramatic
death scene for politicians and journalists, it did not trouble me with the same intensity as the maddening screams of partisanship by some of the rebels for their regions and tribes the moment
Gaddafi was captured. Moreover, although the circumstances of Gaddafi’s death are truly unfortunate, the calls of blind support for a particular tribe or region were to me, much more terrifying, as
they revealed, and continue to reveal, a deepening schism in the social fabric of traditional Libyan
society. It also reveals the strong association Libyans have with their tribe and their deeply rooted
sense of tribalism. The merit of such claims is attested to by the events following the killing of
Gaddafi and the fall of the regime, which marked the beginning of the tribal conflicts that dominated
those events. This is interesting as the social statistics indicates that in 2004, 86% of Libyans were
metropolitan,1 and that the bulk of these urban Libyans congregated in four cities, with Tripoli alone
home to 28% of the total population (approximately 1.8 million inhabitants). The same statistics
also indicate that a large majority of Libyans have resided in cities for at least two generations.
Doubtless, such steady urbanisation has led to new urban identities (Ali bin, 2012a). To this end, new
loyalties have appeared such as is the case with the people of Masrata and Zintan.
However, this urbanisation has failed to mitigate long-standing feuds and disparities between the
Libyan tribes, which number approximately 140 clans and family groups that extend beyond geographical borders. Only 30 of these tribes, according to Faraj Najem, have real impact on the course
of events in Libya (Faraj, 2005, p. 43). At the top of the list of the 30 tribes is the Warfella tribe, which
is the largest of the Libyan tribes in terms of numbers and geographical distribution. It has a population of roughly one million, is characterised with strong, deeply rooted bonds of tribal loyalty and
solidarity, and are concentrated predominantly in western Libya )(Maḥmud, 2010, p. 43). Closely
following the Warfella tribe in regards to its influence within Libya is the Tarhona tribe, which is concentrated in the south-west of Tripoli and its followers represent a third of the population of the capital. The third is Gaddadfa tribe (Colonel Gaddafi tribe) which dominated Libyan politics during the
reign of Gaddafi. Centring in Sabha district of central Libya and Sirte, and its numbers exceed 126
thousand. The Gaddadfa was the most heavily armed tribe in Libya. Fourth, Magarha tribe which
constitutes the fourth most important tribe in Libya and is concentrated in the western region. In
addition to these four tribes is the Toubou ethnic group tribe which wields significant influence
throughout the pan desert of Libya, while the Zintan tribes is one of the most fiercest and powerful
tribes in the west of Libya (See: Yaḥya, 2010, p. 143).
The degree of militarisation imposed on the Libyan population in the 2011 revolution highlighted
the strength of the Libyan tribes. Gaddafi attempted to control the power of tribes on the one hand
as a means to control rebellion, while on the other hand employed tribal sentiments as a “strategy”
to tip the future balance of power. This is because tribal resistance possess a greater capacity for
military mobilisation. This practical ability, namely to mobilise as a military unit, has grown among
Libyan tribes, to become an effective means to achieve their goals to such an extent that it far exceeds its social and demographic weight.
There is a need for deconstructing the political phenomena of modern Libya and a study of the
political and social issues that led to its formation in order to better understand the deeply rooted
tribal sentiments prevailing in Libya. These include the explosion of incidents of ethnic violence,
which are far removed from the revolution, the failure of Libyan politicians to agree on the system of
governance, and the social polarisations that prevent achieving the objectives of the revolution.
Such a study must begin from Libya’s succession from Ottoman rule and the period in which it consolidated its geographical boundaries. Accordingly, such a study must begin with the Karamanli era
(1711–1835), pass through the Senussi era (1843–1969), and end with the era of Colonel Gaddafi
(1969–2011). This will allow a better understanding of the current realities of modern Libya by
means of understanding its historical developments via a Khaldunian framework of analysis that
highlights the principle of asabiyya as the basis for a State and its demise.
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2. The theoretical framework for the study
Perhaps referring to Ibn Khaldun for the current study of many Arab societies is not an option but an
obligation of researchers; however, it nevertheless constitutes an important framework for deconstructing and analysing the political and social conditions in these communities. This is because Ibn
Khaldun wrote about politics and society on the level of theory, through to the level of reality as
embedded in historical experience (Jawhari & Mohsen, 2008, p. 92). Moreover, these communities
retain many of the intellectual and social factors present during Ibn Khaldun’s period of study and
analysis. The Libyan society is perhaps considered one of the best models upon which the Khaldunian
analysis can be applied, especially since it is located within the region which Ibn Khaldun studied,
namely North Africa and Andalusia. This means that many of Ibn Khaldun’s observations and criticisms must have been made of Libyan society, as it existed during his time, except that it lacked the
geographical boundaries that form modern Libya, which were by and large produced after the arrival of the Ottomans.
This paper is limited to an analysis of the “principle of asabiyya” which helps us in analysing the
forms of political organisation in modern Libya and offers a logical perception of the facts of the
historical and current political landscape. For Ibn Khaldun, the principle of asabiyya was central to
his understanding of the State, so much so that he could not imagine a State without it. He held that
a State was, “the spatial and temporal extension of the rule of asabiyya (Jabiri, 1992, p. 211).” This
paper does not indulge in an extensive and elaborate description of Ibn Khaldun’s principle of asabiyya, rather it satisfies with what is necessary as an analytical framework to analyse Libya’s current
realities. This is achieved through the following four major themes central to this theory, namely:
• The nature and mechanism of asabiyya: Ibn Khaldun discusses in depth the ability of asabiyya
to form political entities and its relation to nomadism (Badawa) and urbanisation (Hadar).
Khaldunian thought suggests that the nature of asabiyya, in as much as it is a force for the state
and producer of civilisation it is a “fluid driving force” of civilisation (Umran) and not a destructive force. It creates, by means of benevolent patrons, and the collective acceptance of the ruler
and ruled, what is today considered the will of co-existence, which forms the general sense of
affiliation, in what Ibn Khaldun termed “al-Mazāj fī al-Mutakawwin”2 “the mood of the formulators3” It is in this state of affairs that all groups and forms of tribalism are on equal footing no
matter how savage, primitive, or isolated they may appear. Each group enjoys the same opportunities to participate in the creation of a humane civilisation, either through the merits of their
natural existence, or the good they have done, or more importantly, from their religious advocacy.4 In fact, from this particular perspective, Ibn Khaldun does not distinguish between nomads [leadership] and urbanites [governance], except by means of the strength of asabiyya.
Weak and vulnerable asabiyya exists within the state of urbanised, while strong asabiyya exists
in its nomadism state as manifested by its form of governance and glory. Ibn Khaldun “perceived nomadism not as the opposite of urbanization but as its origin. The issue for him was one
of the developments of civilization and civil rights, not a conflict between the two types of
lifestyles.”5
• Understanding the role of asabiyya: Muhammed Abed al-Jabri suggested in his thesis, “al-asabiyy wa al-Dawlah fī Fikr Ibn Khaldūn”6 “Asabiyya and the State in the thought of Ibn Khaldun”,
an interpretation of asabiyya different to that pertaining to the cycles of nations. Al-Jabri ruled
out the theory of “historic session”, and suggested in its place the concept of the “cycles of asabiyya”. In this context, al-Jabri stressed that it is a matter solely pertaining to the “cycles of asabiyya” by means of the transfer of power and authority from one asabiyya to another but within
a single broader asabiyya.7 This claim is contrary to popular opinion (Such as: Azīz, 1982; Baali &
Wardī, 1981; Mahdi, 1964; Stowasser, 1983). Al-Jabri believes it is necessary to develop “phases
of the State” in the historical framework proposed by Ibn Khaldun, namely, the presidential/
power transition from one specific asabiyya to its like within a single broader structure of asabiyya.8 Ibn Khaldun’s Muqaddimah consists of a detailed analysis of the type suggested by al-Jabri
concerning the concept of asabiyya and phases of a State’s development. It can be inferred from
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the text of the Muqaddimah that the founder of ‘Ilm al- Umran’ distinguishes between two levels
of State development, namely, that concerning the person governing (this consists of the five
well-known Khaldunian phases), and that concerning the governance of asabiyya, which Ibn
Khaldun called “Hasb”(Khaldun, 2000, p. 221) Ibn Khaldun is of the mind that under such circumstances, the asabiyya becomes extinct in the fourth generation, namely that the state ceases to exist without asabiyya. Ibn Khaldun accurately determines the duration of a state governed
by asabiyya as comprising of 120 years give or take.9 This lifespan can extend more if there is no
what Ibn Khalun called “Al-Mutalib” the enemy, which led the Asabiyya to its distinction and
hasten its demise.10 Such a thesis is clearly relevant to the modern political history of Libya.
• Religious call (Da’wa) and nation building: Ibn Khaldun discusses in chapter V of the
Muqaddimah the role of religious call in the establishment and empowerment of the state. He
explains how religious call can transform into a strong from of governing asabiyya in which religious sentiment and brotherhood are like blood ties, or at times supersede it. On this, Ibn
Khaldun says, “And the reason for this is that religiosity eradicates the rivalry and envy associated with asabiyya while guiding to the truth. If they happen to achieve insight into their position, naught distracts them because they equally share in a single destination and desire for
which they are ready to die for…”11 Ibn Khaldun supports his claim with evidence from Islamic
history by drawing on the example of the Almohad dynasty consisting of the Masmuda tribes,
led by Ibn Tumart(1080–1130), and how his religious call and the asabiyya emanating thereof
defeated the tribe of Zanata despite the latter being stronger.12
• The rise and decay of the State: Finally, within the framework of identifying the theoretical features of the analytical framework, we arrive at the point of the rising strength of the state. In this
regard, Ibn Khaldun argues that a State’s power is organically and necessarily associated with its
asabiyya. This means that the height of a State’s urbanisation/civilisation depends on the strength
of its asabiyya, and the weakness of its counterpart’s asabiyya. Similarly, the opposite is also true,
namely that growth regresses and a state debilitates and decays and its prowess disappears with
the weakening and subsequent absence of its asabiyya. This is evident when the ruler seeks support outside of his own asabiyya as a means to consolidate the prowess of his own asabiyya. Such
is the characteristic of the transition from nomadism to urbanisation.13 Ibn Khaldun provides additional reasons of the weakening and collapse of asabiyya, among these reasons,
(1) For the ruler to solely bask in glory with the exclusion of those around him.
(2) Extravagant luxury depleting the state’s treasury by means of increased expenses and reduced income resulting in an unravelling state of asabiyya.
(3) Complacency and comfort, which is one of the features of urbanisation, which destroys
chivalry and dedication among his asabiyya supporters to the extent that they ignore their
allegiances.14

3. The dialectic of nomadism, urbanism and tribalism in modern Libya
Throughout its history, Libya as a nation has constituted a region of a cultural and civilisational
vacuum due to it being located between the eastern (Egypt) and western (Tunisia) urban centres.
This is largely due to its large desert, which has not helped in the resettlement of migrating peoples
and tribes. Such a state was also caused by the nature of its tribal composition in which its many
tribes live simple nomadic existences without any sense of national unity or central authority. States
with many asabiyya, according to Ibn Khaldun, are seldom ruled by state authority.15 Libya benefitted little from the Andalusian migrations witnessed by North Africa between the fourteenth and
fifteenth centuries, as opposed to Tunisia and Algeria which received the migrating Andalusian communities, who subsequently contributed to the development of the cultural, political and social life
therein (Arié, 1973, p. 66; Georges, 1946, p. 297; Imam, 1981, pp. 293–318). Perhaps the sole exception is the Libyan region of Derna with its natural geography and climate, which agreed with certain
migrating Andalusian families. The traveller Abu Salim al-Ayyashi (1628–1679) recorded in his travels in the year 1649 AD aspects of urbanisation undertaken by Andalusians in this city (Abū Sālim,
1977, I, pp. 109–110). In addition to the urbanisation of Derna, other migrating Andalusian and
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Jewish families in the early sixteenth century contributed to the urbanisation of other regions such
as Tajoura, Maslata and Zliten, which were metaphorically known as the Tawajeer (Bazamah, 1994,
p. 246). Such urbanisation extended to include the Arabs of Masrata and Tajoura who were forced to
immigrate due to the military campaigns led by the governor Dragut Pasha on Tajoura and Masrata
in 1555 AD, to Cyrenaica, wherein they applied what they had seen and learned from the experience
of Derna.16 Therein the nucleus for the urban community of the city of Benghazi was formed, which
subsequently became the urban centre for all Libya (Bergna, 1969, p. 59).
In contrast, the nomadic regions of the east, west and south teemed with Arab and Amazigh
(Berber) Bedouins who were not able to settle in the urban communities of Benghazi and Derna
(Evans-Pritchard, 1949, p. 41). As a result of the absence of a central authority in tribal and nomadic
areas, the Bedouins sought some form of unifying organisation through which to administer their
sense of justice. For this purpose, the tribal chieftains and dignitaries of the Awlad Ali17 tribes and
their vessels tribes stayed in Al- Butnan in 1653 AD for a period of six months, from which was produced a system called “Durbah Awlād Alī” or in other word “Sharīah al-Saharā” “the law of the desert”. Backed by the strong asabiyya of Awlad Ali. Durbah became a sort of code similar to the penal
code, which was nominally and partly attributed to the Islamic Sharīah. It consisted of 67 items that
codify the relationships between members of the tribe/tribes, and the types of attacks and traditional sanctions levelled against the perpetrators of the attack. All the tribes committed to the
Durbah, which circulated among the tribe of Awlad Ali. The Durbah became the bastion of peace and
security among the tribes in the region in question, which judged between them and governed from
civil to personal affairs and from misdemeanours to felonies. However The Durbah would not have
witnessed that level of success without the strong asabiyya of the dominant Awlad Ali tribes and its
allies.18 The Eastern Libyan tribes continued to observe this traditional practice until the emergence
of the modern state during the Karamanli dynasty.
The delayed emergence of a central authority in Libya resulted in the influence of surrounding
political forces on the fate of its tribes. Political forces in both Tunisia and Egypt have played their
roles towards polarising the loyalties of the Libyan Bedouin tribes. Such was the case prior to the
arrival of the Turks, whereby Mamluk Egypt politically influenced the large tribes of East Libyan
(Cyrenaica Tribes). The Hafsids dynasty exercised similar influence on the tribes of the West
(Tripolitania and Fezzan tribes). These geographical and political factors prompted the emergence of
a natural boundary between the three regions, namely, Tripoli, Cyrenaica and Fezzan, which resulted
in these regions having historical experiences that differed from each other until the arrival of the
Karamanlis who established the concept of state by force (Inam Muḥammad, 1998, p. 239). Prior to
this, Tripolitania always maintained relations with Tunisia stronger than its relations with Cyrenaica
and Fezzan. Cyrenaica was always historically, socially and economically associated with Egypt and
the people of Western Sahara rather than with Tripolitania and Fezzan. Whilst Fezzan was always
with the Sudan to the extent that dark skin and appearance of Africa dominated some southern regions.19 Egypt and Tunisia constituted a shelter for persecuted Bedouin tribal leaders whenever constraints upon them intensified.
Perhaps the most notable case of asylum is the migration of Ali Pasha al-Karamanli the first governor of Tripoli, and his family to Tunisia after Ali Borghul, popularly known as the Al-Jazāi’rī20 “the
Algerian” seized Tripoli from them in 1793 AD (Micacchi, 1961; pp. 119–130). Ali Pasha al-Karamanli
sought refuge from the rulers of Tunisia. Tunisia responded with military support which quickly led
to the return of Karamanli rule in Tripolitania and the permanent expulsion of Borghul the adventurer in 1795 AD (Ammār, 2003, p. 179). Similarly, Ahmed the brother of Yusuf Pasha al-Karamanli
sought refuge from Muhammad Alfi in Egypt following the dispute between him and his brother.
Ahmed remained there until he died in Egypt in 1811 AD.21 When the son of Yusuf Pasha, Othman,
sensed danger in Libya, he fled to Egypt and found therein a safe haven until his death in Alexandria
(Za idi, 1974, pp. 75–79). Such was the state of affairs throughout the duration of the Italian colonisation of Libya.
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This predicament upset the political and social infrastructure throughout the history of modern
Libya. The picture changed after the Ottomans gained power beginning in the sixteenth century as
follows:
• Authority stabilised in the hands of the urbanites with foreign origins stationed in Tripoli and
allied with major Libyan tribes until the emergence of Colonel Gaddafi and his upheaval of the
monarchy in 1969.22
• Weak State control until the second half of the nineteenth century over a large part of modern
Libya, and the predominance of tribal sovereignty over those areas (the Ottoman flag was not
raised in the city of Kufra in the far southeast of the country until 1912 AD). This state of affairs
continued through to the birth of the Kingdom of Libya in 1951 AD. The continuation of local
communities (tribes) in most areas of the country in the production and development of its political and economic influence in isolation from central State intervention.23 Maintaining its geographic boundaries that continue to be called by the name of the respective tribe. This attribute
faded in the Gaddafi era, but reappeared soon after his demise.
• The general absence of political and cultural institutions throughout the history of modern Libya
as authority concentrated in the hands of the Karamanli rulers. This continued throughout the
monarchy era despite being warned by Tunisia regarding the dangers of this approach.24 Such
authoritarianism continued in the era of Colonel Gaddafi, who succeeded in imposing his ideas
and political agenda (the Green Book, Socialism, World Revolution, and Democracy for the
Masses...) on all Libyans people for 40 years.
• The emergence of deep intellectual and social differentiation between the regions of Cyrenaica,
Tripolitania and Fezzan, because of the political balance imposed by each of the Ottoman and
Italians in the colonial period, and the British and the French at the beginning of Libyan independence. The urban disparities (dynamic cultural life, opening up to the outside world, prosperity, trade...) remain visible between the three regions in modern Libya. This explains the beginning
of the 1969 coup and the 2011 revolution from Cyrenaica (Benghazi), and Cyrenaica’s current
inclination towards Federal rule, which is dominated by their political elites because of their
sense of excellence and superiority over the rest of the Libyan regions.

4. The Karamanli dynasty and shaping the contours of the state
The Ottoman period constitutes the first appearance of a political entity for Libya on the international map. Prior to Ottoman rule, there was only desert, and urban vacuum between Egypt and
Tunisia. This phase began with the fall of Tripoli and then the rest of Libya to the Ottomans after
defeating, under the leadership of Murad Agha, the Knights of St. John in 1551 AD. Following his victory, Murad Agha was appointed as the governor of Libya by Sultan Suleiman, the Magnificent. The
Ottoman conquest of Libya heralded a new era of migration of Turks, Kurds, Arabs, Circassians,
Albanians, Greeks and Bulgarians in the form of Ottoman soldiers stationed there. It is worth mentioning that the Ottomans were first welcomed by the Libyan tribes, despite some rebellions against
them by Tajura and Southern tribes. Most of Libyan considered them a protecting force against
consistent European Christian harassment. The Ottomans depended on tribal support before the
emergence of the Karamanli clan.
These immigrants were shortly after married to the women of Tripolitania, which marked the beginning of a new breed of asabiyya, which was to play a prominent role in the history of modern
Libya, after the nomadic tribes failed to form a united political system. The generation resulting from
intermarriage were called the Kouloughlis. When they grew in number and influence, the tribal environment forced them to associate themselves with a tribe form based on Nasab so that they will
have a tribal identity as was customary according to Libyan tribal customs.25 With the passage of
time, tribal power increased until its first official appearance on the political map in the form of the
Karamanli Dynasty (1711–1835).
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It is the Karamanlis who are credited for establishing a sense of national identity in Libya and for
introducing the modernisation movement. The Karamanli dynasty was founded by Ahmed Pasha
al-Karamanli (d.1745), who was a Janissary officer in the Ottoman army. Ahmed Pasha sensed the
growing influence of the Kouloughlis and a looming spirit of independence. He then began forming
tribal alliances (×ilf) between his new formed tribe (Kouloughlis) and the powerful Libyan Arabic
tribes of Al-Awagir and Bara’sa. Following the political corruption and rampant materialism among
the Ottoman governors, Ahmed Pasha declared a revolution against the Ottoman governor, which
was of little resistance in front of the tribal alliance (Asabiyya according to Ibn Khaldun) led by
Ahmed Pasha. Sultan Ahmed Khan III (1673 – 1736) was quick to recognise him as governor of
Libya, Ahmed Pasha extend his rule of Libya nearly 34 years. At the time Libya was called “Tarabulus
al-gharb”, and consisted within its territories Tripolitania, Cyrenaica and Fezzan. Ahmed Pasha died
in 1745 AD followed by hereditary rule among his offspring (Ibrahim Aḥmad, 1996, pp. 32–33).
Ahmed Pasha al-Karamanli is considered the founder of the Libyan state.26 The existence of modern Libya was cemented by his grandsons in particular, Yusuf Pasha (d.1838), who identified himself
and his country as Arab-Islamic Libyans, and by so doing left behind his Turkish roots keeping the
name of the Ottoman Sultan just in Friday prayer... His rule of Libya covered from the coast to south
Fezzan. During this period, Libya knew the meaning of unity of self and administration during
Karamanli rule for almost 124 years, despite the occurrence of revolutions and unrest in the interior
and urban centres (McLachlan, 1978, pp. 285–294). Libya was a legal anomaly during the Karamanli
era as it enjoyed full independence in regards to the management of its internal and external affairs,
however, at the same time it remained dependent on Istanbul as a State of the Ottoman Empire
(Bazamah, 1975, pp. 28–32). However, with the Karamanlis consolidating their authority over Libya,
the Libyan tribal system began to deteriorate for the same reasons identified by Ibn Khaldun, namely nomadic aspirations of urbanism.27 This occurred by means of Karamanli focus on the development of major urban cities such as Tripoli, Masrata, Tobruk and Benghazi. These cities began to bite
into the influence of the tribal system, especially with Kamaranli manipulation of tribal loyalties
(AÍlaf), and strong deterrence campaigns led by the Karamanlis against hostile tribes.28 Tribal influence was further reduced by natural disasters, which afflicted the Libyan Desert29 and marginalised
the Libyan tribes from playing any political role. Furthermore, the tribes stopped producing competitor leaders because of the power enjoyed by the Karamanlis (al-Mawlidi, 2009, p 33).
According to Ibn Khaldun, in the period the Karamanlis lived a life of comfort and luxury in the
history of their nation, especially in the era of Yusuf Pasha. The destabilisation of the asabiyya structure upon which the state rested due to the aforementioned factors in addition to successive waves
of mass migration to Egypt and Tunisia, and economic crises, played a major role in aggravating the
political situation in the country. The country’s rapidly depleting population due to either death or
migration, and the deterioration of the state’s economy due to decreasing seasonal crop yields and
livestock, which were the backbone of the national economy, and the ensuing decrease in income
tax for the State, significantly weakened the country, especially the government, which was unable
to pay the debts owed to European countries (Ḥumaydah, 1995, p. 221). In such a way did the second and third aspects—which we have mentioned earlier—of the causes of a nation’s decline transpire in the case of the Karamanli dynasty. Furthermore, the demise of the Karamanli state was not
finalised, in line with Ibn Khaldun’s theory, until the advent of a tribal revolution in which certain
Libyan tribes united under the leadership of Abdul Jalil, Seif El-Nasr, which forced Yusuf Pasha to
abdicate is throne to his son, Ali ibn Yusuf. The situation did not settle until after the Ottoman Sultan
Mahmud II (1789–1839) intervened and returned Libya under his direct rule in 1835 AD (Folayan,
1979, p. 45; Hume, 1980, pp. 311–322).
The complete congruence of the fate of the Karamanli State with Ibn Khaldun’s evolutionary cycle
of asabiyya occurred with the congruence of the finer details related to the formal frameworks of the
State. The asabiyya cycle of the Karamanli dynasty lasted just 124 years, as predicted by Ibn Khaldun
who repeatedly emphasised the fact that the lifespan of asabiyya is in the range of 120 years.30
Similarly, the Karamanli dynasty ended in the fourth, also as predicted by Ibn Khaldun. The
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Karamanlis were governed by fours Pashas and the dynasty ended in the era of Yusuf Pasha, who
represented the fourth generation and a State that had distanced from asabiyya and the principles
upon which the State was originally established by its founder; all in line with Ibn Khaldun’s theory.

Ahmad I Pasha (1711-1745)
Mehmed Pasha (1745-1754)
Ali I Pasha (1754-1793)
Yusuf Pasha (1795-1832)
5. The senussis and religious call
After the fall of Libya’s first political entity (the Karamanli dynasty) and the return of power to the
Sublime Porte, in 1843 AD the renowned Algerian sheikh and leader of a strong religious calling, -according to Ibn Khaldun-, wandered between Algeria, Morocco, Egypt and the Arabian Peninsula in
search of a suitable environment for the beginning of his reform. Sheikh Mohammed bin Ali AlSenussi chose Libya as home for his reforms. He opted to stay in a remote village far away from the
cities, specifically among the powerful Al-Awagir tribe in eastern Libya. Soon after, tribal delegation
after delegation flocked to greet him, after which the Sheikh was convinced that the Bedouin region
of Cyrenaica (eastern Libya) was the best place from which to begin his reform. In addition, the tribal
chieftains, foremost among them the tribal leaders of the Al-Awagir, Bara’sa and Al-Magharba
tribes, were of the view that Cyrenaica was in dire need of a leader under the banner of whom they
could unite.31 Thus began a new form of a new asabiyya in the history of modern Libya. This new
cycle of asabiyya was based on a religious calling (WalÉ) about which Ibn Khaldun discussed in the
fourth chapter of the Muqaddimah.32
Sheikh Al-Senussi’s choice of the Cyrenaica’s countryside as the home of his first zāwiyah, and a
centre for Senussi reforms was a strategic choice because Cyrenaica was both isolated and remote
and surrounded by the desert to the east, south and west, and the overwhelming majority of the
tribes lived in hamlets overlooking the Mediterranean Sea. As for the tribal structure, it is Arab
Bedouin united by heterogeneous patterns of social life governed by the tribal system, as is the case
in the rest of Libya. It is based on a common bloodline (Nasab), and shared nomadic traditions and
customs. The asabiyya of revenge based on “blood kinship” is an effective tool for fighting and sacrifice in that region,33 and as such constitutes an important contributing factor for any powerful
governing asabiyya 34 according to Ibn Khaldun. Doubtless Sheikh Al-Senussi was fully aware of this
and worked towards employing it in the formation of Senussi loyalties and covenants.35 This manifested, according to Evans Pritchard, in what is known as the Senussi brotherhood, which was clearly
adapted from the concept of brotherhood among the Bedouins. This Senussi brotherhood became
increasingly established after the establishment of the first zāwiyah in Al Bayda’ in 1843 leading to
a new form of asabiyya.36
Another significance of Imam’s al-Sanusi choice to stay in Cyrenaica is the urgent need of the
nomads of that area for spiritual leadership in a land where ignorance had replaced spiritual and
moral values. Another implication is Cyrenaica’s absorption of immigrants irrespective of their origins, especially Algerian and Moroccan immigrants. Sheikh al-Sanusi believed that his zāwiyahs were
the ideal instrument for reformation and the stabilisation of the Bedouins among whom had developed enmity and hatred, which weighed heavily on the tribes in terms of lives and money. To this
end, Sheikh al-Sanusi established a zāwiyah for each tribe and clan37 on its soil for which the tribe
bore the cost of construction and management. These zāwiyahs acted as centres to govern disputes
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between tribes. They served as safe havens for all who entered. No weapon is wielding therein and
no bullet shot. Fighting is strictly prohibited and no voice should be raised either for singing or quarrelling. Furthermore, in accordance with the Sharīʿah of Islam, nomadic customs and traditions in
line with the Sharīʿah must be observed.38 All this was in the service of the religious and worldly
benefit of the tribes as recognised by the nomads themselves. If the number of nomadic residences
increased so did the number of zāwiyahs as much as possible in order to meet the needs of the
community.39
The Bedouins accepted and the leadership of the Senussi and the emergence of a state or ‘alMazāj fī al-Mutakawwin’ “the mood of the formulators.” according to Ibn Khaldun’s terminology40
has took place based on WalÉ in the Pro-Karamanli era, that was for several reasons, chief among
them is that it is a movement concerned with the simple man (nomad), meets his needs, and provides him with security and stability. More importantly, in our view, is that it was not a leadership
from among local competitors, or hostile tribes, but of noble men without tribal backing, nor did they
pursue any tribal or personal agenda other than to serve Islam and Muslims in the region.41 This
reasoning is consistent with the logic and practical realities of the fact that the tribes in Cyrenaica
would not have accepted leadership from its peers because the various tribes are constantly competing and warring with each other. Moreover, they see in these noble personages civil, spiritual and
scientific leadership. Everyone can bask under the shade of such leadership emanating from Islam.
The affiliation that emanates from a religious call such as that characterised by Ibn Khaldun fosters
unity.
The Senussi religious movement differed from the religious movement of Ibn Tumart (1080–1130)
widely discussed by Ibn Khaldun as the religious dimension dominated Senussi alliances, whereas
Ibn Tumart’s movement consisted of both religious and tribal alliances. Moreover, Ibn Tumart would
have failed if it was not for the support of his tribe the Masmuda.42 This highlights the success of the
Senussi movement, which consisted of no tribal roots, whereas other religious callings analysed by
Ibn Khaldun failed such as the Tawbadhri movement in the Sus region area and Khalid al-Daryush
movement in the Abbasid era.43 In my opinion, the issue is a question of Sheikh al-Sanusi understands of the true reality, namely the importance of asabiyya for the success of his reform project.
In addition, the overwhelming religio-spiritual glow that the Senussi Order introduced to the region,
and the unification of the people towards a single objective, as by Ibn Khaldun mentioned,44 played
a strong role in rooting the new asabiyya. Ibn Khaldun points out that both the Idrisids (789-974)
and the “Ubaydi (909–1171) in the history of the Islamic Maghreb were aware of this truth and thus
succeeded in establishing powerful states.45 In comparison, the experiences of Khalid al-Daryush
and Tawbadhri failed due to their failure to grasp this truth. Similarly, the absence of a united central
authority in modern Libya has created a vacuum for which the tribes are awaiting someone to fill,
which is what Sheikh al-Sanusi did in the past.
This was the religio-political entity that rapidly evolved partly under the auspices of the ruling
Ottoman authorities who did not perceive in this movement a threat to their rule. The Senussi movement gained in influence and momentum until there was practically a state within a state. It was
not long in the running that Sheikh Mohammed bin Ali al-Sanusi was recognised by the Ottoman
Sultan Abdul Hamid (1839–1861 AD) in 1855 AD as the leader of an independent emirate (Ziadeh,
1958, p. 211).
Sheikh al-Sanusi’s influence grew immensely in Jaghbub (later, the centre of the Senussi Tariqah)
to the extent that he became the undisputed master of the desert. This did not change with the relations with the state, rather the Ottomans governors in Cyrenaica and Tripolitania would address him
with affection and were keen to cultivate his friendship46 until his death in 1859 AD (Shukri, 1963, pp.
73–74). Such empowerment of the Senussi movement facilitated a smooth transition of power after
the withdrawal of the Ottomans in 1912 AD and their defeat at the hands of the Italians. It is inevitable, according to the Khaldunian framework that the movement transforms organisationally from
a nomadic framework (Jaghbub) to urban centres (Benghazi, Derna and Tripoli) in order to adopt
Page 9 of 17

Ladjal, Cogent Arts & Humanities (2016), 3: 1183278
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/23311983.2016.1183278

forms of different modern political systems as opposed to nomadic systems in order to oversee the
State as a result of the political vacuum left by the Ottomans. Moreover, it was a means to control
the reins of the military leadership to advance a Jihad movement against the Italians from 1911–
1943 under the leadership of Mohamed Idris al-Sanusi.47 Such a move took advantage of the spiritual influence and the tribal network established by the Senussis with all Libyan tribes. It is worth
noting the striking congruence between Khaldunian theory for the emergence of a monarchy in this
particular stage of Libyan history, and the seamless transformation from a nomadic to urban system
in a completely compatible integrative process according to M. Abed al-Jabri.48 This is seen when the
phase of the Senussi asabiyya was succeeded by the phase of a nation, which managed to establish,
without any opposition, a monarchy in 1951 AD at the hand of Idris al-Sanusi, who was crowned king
of Libya on 24 December 1951.

Power

Wealth

Asabiyya

The Senussi religious movement played a prominent role, as we have seen, in uniting Libya under
the rule of a single king. However, this asabiyya moved to the city and quickly transformed into what
Ibn Khaldun explained in the third chapter, “that some of the royal quorum of the state might dispense with [the need of] asabiyya.”49 This attitude marked the decline in Senussi tribal relations after
the emergence of political institutions in the modern State. This undermines, according to Khaldunian
analysis, the strong nomadic alliances upon which the state depended, which ultimately weakened
the Senussi asabiyya, especially with the emergence of what Ibn Khaldun anticipated under such
circumstances regarding dualism in the relationship between power and wealth.50 This is when certain groups supporting the monarchy work towards undermining the existing asabiyya in favour of
establishing a new form asabiyya in its place, thereby isolating the king from his public influence.
This is precisely what transpired shortly after the establishment of the monarchy whereby power
became concentrated among the relatives of the king and his allies. In the light of the financial
boom resulting from oil revenues, such persons saw this as an opportunity to reproduce the same
relations with the social circles from which they descended in an attempt to create new asabiyyas in
favour of their families and their friends (Uthman Ṣayd, 1996, pp 285–286). King Idris became isolated in his palace far removed from his spiritual guides and subjects.

Muhammad ibn Ali as-Senussi (1835-1859)
Mohammed el Mahdi (1859-1902)
Mohammed el Mahdi (1859-1902)
Idris as-Senussi (1916-1969)
This rapid transformation in the structure of Senussi Asabiyya, and the failure to complete the
three aspects of Khaldunian power (Asabiyya, Wealth and Power (Shawka)) played a prominent role
Page 10 of 17

Ladjal, Cogent Arts & Humanities (2016), 3: 1183278
http://dx.doi.org/10.1080/23311983.2016.1183278

in the failure to ensure the sustainability of new Senussi system. King Idris al-Sanusi, despite his
upbringing and deep religious convictions, failed to strengthen the security apparatus (Shawka) to
impose his control over the country, and failed to provide the physical resources necessary to maintain the prestige of the system. However the failure of King Idris was due to the looming independence and its consequences, among them was the institutional vacuum as pointed out by Tunisian
president Habib Bourguiba (al-Mawlidi, 2011). All of these factors led to the dissolution of the bonds
of Senussi asabiyya in its fourth generation as theorised by Ibn Khaldun, and its demise with the
emergence of the first rebel, according to Ibn Khaldun, as represented by way of a coup by a group
of junior officers after exactly 126 years after (1843–1969 AD) also as anticipate by Ibn Khaldun.

6. Gaddafi’s Libya and his State Model
After only four months of the warning to the Senussi monarchy by the Tunisian President, on 1
September, 1969 AD, a group of young officers led by Lieutenant Muammar Gaddafi launched a successful coup toppling King Idris al-Sanusi declaring the beginning of a new era in the history of Libya.
One may argue that this was a natural outcome given the atmosphere prevailing in both Egypt and
Algeria, which were full of ideas regarding the socialist revolution. This environment played a prominent role in the maturation of the Libyan coup project. However, the nature of the new system of
monarchy also played, as earlier explained, a role in facilitating this transformation. Under the monarchy, Libya rapidly sought to modernise its system of governance thus overlooking the role of asabiyya, tribalism and religious call in the establishment of a united Libya for the second time in the
history of Libya.
Coup leader Muammar Gaddafi worked towards exploiting these factors to consolidate his rule
despite heralding from the marginalised Gaddadfa tribe, which did not have a glorious historic background compared with other tribes, especially in the last two hundred years.51 Although Gaddafi was
opposed to the tribal framework during the beginning of his reign, he nevertheless successfully
sought to develop the logic of a clan State (pertaining predominantly to the Al-Gaddadfa tribe). After
Gaddafi realised that his tribe was unable to exercise control over other Libyan tribes without employing the clan component. He therefore employed it within the framework of intimidation and invitation sometimes with money and gifts, other times through the force of arms. This is reflected in
the tribal alliances (Íilf) forged by Gaddafi in the beginning of his reign between his tribe and the
tribes of Magarha, Warfella and Al-Awagir52 under the umbrella of the Gaddadfa tribe, which become known as the “tribe of the state.” With this began a third asabiyya cycle that united the four
tribes from which was drafted the organs of the State in accordance with the concept of the “State
tribe.” By this means, Gaddafi managed to arrange the tribal affairs of the State thus ensuring the
sustainability of his “State tribe” (Al-Fitouri, 2012).
Gaddafi then started to expand the scope of alliances (Íilf) by including all tribes within the “State
tribe” (thus including and obliging the tribes to follow the system). He achieved this through a variety
of mechanisms notably the Revolutionary Committees and People’s Congresses, and the involvement of the tribes therein to ensure their allegiance (walÉ) to his clan. Gaddafi associated the interests of the tribes with that institution to control both the fate of society and balance of power. This
strategy proved successful as the tribal leaders eastward, westward and southward saw in its local
natural extension of the authority of the leader of the largest clan (the head of the regime). By such
means, Gaddafi managed to deal with the two Libyan dilemmas:
(1) The difficulty of exercising control over the tribes.
(2) The fragmentation of the society into varied and at times opposing regional and tribal groups,
along with the absence of a central authority or national unity.
Tribal influence in the political process spread unofficially through institutions such as the People’s
Congresses and People’s Committees, through a system of promotions and the people’s selection
since 1977AD. Gaddafi considered these institutions the best means to rule the masses, and
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represented the official national umbrella for all forces in Libya, with a practical focus on tribal leadership in each region. Gaddafi’s approach also sought to create a popular social leadership that extends across the nation (See the report of Roula, 2011).
To increase the loyalty of the tribes to the regime and the Gaddadfa tribe, Gaddafi took several
measures to prop up the tribes, including the 1990 law, which grants each tribe exclusive ownership
of land that was commonly theirs in the past, but has become part of the urban real estate space. In
1994, in what appears to be congruent with the Khaldunian framework, Gaddafi appeared to be
open to different asabiyyas by means of the establishment of popular committees for social leaders,
i.e. tribal leaders. The fruits of this strategy are clearly seen in the 1997 signing of tribal leaders of
what was known as the “document of honour” under which they pledged allegiance to the revolutionary system, and to unite against any clan or tribe attempting armed opposition to the regime
(Bertelsmann Stiftung, 2009, p. 11). This openness was only a formality. The true purpose, according
to Ibn Khaldun, was ensuring the monopoly of glory,53 i.e. preventing the establishment of any tribal
leadership of excelling outside of the general framework of Gaddafi’s regime. Perhaps the consequence of the Khaldunian principle of monopoly glory is for the leader to deflect any party that
would constitute a threat to his leadership.54 As such, Gaddafi was often preoccupied with internal
disputes between tribes in order to tighten his grip on power.
Throughout his forty-year reign, Colonel Gaddafi formed a rival network of institutions, which he
manipulated to prevent the emergence of any rival (Tripoli witness: Tribalism & threat of conscription, 2011). Perhaps the feuds that have arisen between the Arabs and the tribes of Tebou in the
south and among the tribes of Masrata, Tawergha and Zintan are evidence of the success of this
policy. Ibn Khaldun considered this the physical manifestations of the rule of the individual. Whilst
other tribes were busy feuding, the influence of the Gaddadfa tribe quietly increased, and power
became increasingly concentrated in the hands of its members. In 1976, of the 12 members of the
Revolutionary Command Council,55 who belonged to oppressed or marginalised groups from different tribes, only four remained; everyone was replaced by people from the city of Sirte (Gaddadfa’s
stronghold), i.e. members of the Gaddafi’s Gaddadfa tribe (Ali bin Ali bin, 2012a).
Most of the important administrative tasks were entrusted to members of this tribe. From here
began the process of disintegration of the asabiyya upon which the state originally began. This is
reflected in Gaddafi’s marginalisation of the second man in the State Abdessalam Jalloud, leader of
the Magarha tribe. Gaddafi completely removed the entire tribe from all authority in 1992. 56 Soon
after relations with the Al-Awagir tribe deteriorated, which secured the loyalty of eastern Libya to
him.
At the same time, after the dissolution of the Libyan army, military tasks were entrusted to the
three sons of Gaddafi (Mutassim, Khamis and Hannibal), who lead the elite units, mercenaries,
(African Islamic Battalion), which was established after the decision to disband the army in 1975AD.
This decision was made after the coup attempt of Omar Meheshi. This led Gaddafi to believe that the
army represented the biggest threat to his influence, so he dissolved it under the name of an “Armed
People” as an alternative (Ogunbadejo, 1983, p. 156), where the public were trained to use weapons.57 Doubtless, this initiative remained under the control and domination of the regime, and the
guardianship of loyalists from militias and private security forces headed by his sons or members of
his tribe, at the expense of the country’s official army (Davis, 1990, p. 34; Pargeter, 2012, p. 112). By
this the army completely transformed, as predicted by Ibn Khaldun,58 to secret mercenaries and
militias named the “People’s Leaders”, which had the mandate to observe and protect neighbourhoods in the cities.59 They also closely monitored the bilateral relations between the tribes. They
watched everyone, even each other. They were instrumental in realising the state of security
throughout Libya during the reign of Gaddafi. Libya had an approximate 200 thousand soldiers,
mostly within the civilian population, for a population not exceeding six million.60
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At this juncture, it is worth noting the comparison conducted by Ibn Khaldun between a true and
false calling. The first relies on the principles of religion to impose its power and prestige over the
state. It requires valour (force) to deter the outlaws.61 This is represented in the context of Senussi
Libya. Whereas, a false calling relied on force, oppression, hidden alliances, and money to buy the
loyalty of the community. In such a calling, there are rampant security services and militias. It gives
no importance to the morality of its policies. Such is reflected in the contemporary history of Colonel
Gaddafi’s Libya.
Gaddafi’s system of governance designed to ensure his authority and the dominance of his tribe,
drastically impacted on the State. For most of the Gaddafi era, the State was represented by its despotic leader due to the absence of any meaningful state institution. This resulted in Gaddafi’s advancement of the tribal framework to that of limited authority as a means to negotiate with the
population. This is a stark contrast with the new-born institutions left by the Senussis, and his own
political slogan “the tent triumphs over the palace.”
Gaddafi implemented a political process that was completely opposite to that suggested by Ibn
Khaldun regarding the inevitability of the transition from nomadism (Badawa) to urbanism (Hadar),62
and not vice versa! This perhaps explains the profound strangeness of Gaddafi and his actions, and
the embarrassment that he caused to the states he visited. Even the revolutionary committees he
founded for which he chose the slogan “committees everywhere” did not transform into effective
independent institutions. Its members were not constrained to any bureaucratic system in which
competencies are gradually formed and officials elected. Rather, it was a political system based on
kinship, friendships and certain interests.63
The state distribution mechanism was conditional on political loyalty by tribal leaders. This resulted in a renewal of the tribal system, which generated fierce competition and dangerous hostilities. It emphasised tribal identity and rendered the tribe instrumental in receiving social demands
and achieving personal ambitions (Ali bin, 2012b). The majority of Libyans depended on their tribes
for protection, secure their rights, and find employment, which all depended on the strength of the
tribe or the degree of closeness or loyalty to the ruling regime. In this way, Gaddafi governed the
redistribution of wealth and all economic opportunities to prevent the development of any oppositional political force. Nothing remained for those seeking wealth and prestige except loyalty to the
leader and submission to his authority.64
The three factors of a monarchy (Asabiyya, Wealth, Power) were capable of carrying the state, but
for a very brief period. The Khaldunian equation began to unravel after the asabiyya concentrated in
the Gaddadfa tribe, and superficially in the Warfella tribe, and the exit of the powerful Al-Awagir and
Magarha tribes from political influence. The public committees and bodies did not fill the vacuum
that occurred in the asabiyya due to its superficial structure, and its association with wealth and
profit more so than its relations being based on blood or religion, as identified by Ibn Khaldun.
The second pillar (wealth) also played a role in disrupting the system, which disturbed the balance
of force and wealth by means of the extravagance of the bureaucratic class (Gaddadfa) according to
the Khaldunian description.65 Gaddadfa, especially Gaddafi’s four sons (Hannibal, Mutassim, Al-Saadi
and Saif al-Arab) lived a life of corruption and luxury squandering billions. The global communications revolution allowed the Libyan people to see the true face of its government.
Similarly, Power (Shawka) played a part in the demise of the regime, whereby Libya, in the late
stages of the Gaddafi era, was difficult to control, as predicted by Ibn Khaldun,66 due to its lack of
order and dependence on the whim of Gaddafi’s sons. Under such circumstances, it is difficult to
think about human and legal rights, and nothing was open and transparent. Perhaps the most important event reflecting this predicament is the event of the Abu Salim prison in 1996, in which more
than 1,200 prisoners were murdered. This event passed without Libyans being able to express their
right to know the truth about what happened.
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The system was waiting for what Ibn Khaldun called the “Muṭālib” (Enemy), which was achieved
in the revolution of 17 February that was launched from the city of Benghazi. Benghazi was controlled by the big and powerful Al-Awagir tribe, which was politically marginalised after being distanced from the ruling asabiyya. Furthermore, they were materially deprived due to the continued
unease of the Gaddafi regime. The Al-Awagir tribe were also physically persecuted where most of
the dead from the Abu Salim prison incident belonged to them. Another factor that led to the decay
of the ruling asabiyya, according to Khaldunian description, is how quickly the remaining members
of the Revolutionary Council67 turned on Gaddafi at the beginning of the revolution, the rejection of
the tribes, who felt marginalised in the political system, as well as the futility of Gaddafi desperate
calls for aid and rescue.68

7. Conclusion
Many historians have attempted to reach a reasonable understanding of the development of the
modern Libyan state. Among such attempts, al-Mawlidi Aḥmar stressed that the modern history of
Libya is characterised by the competition of three types of chieftains ZaÉmat, namely the warrior
Bedouin leadership, the Sufi leadership and the military-bureaucratic leadership, without giving due
attention to the analytical theories of Ibn Khadun. After this brief account of the history of modern
Libya and the development of the state according to a Khaldunian reading, we conclude that Ibn
Khaldun’s theories are both clearly manifest and relevant in the emergence of the modern Libyan
state. Furthermore, his theories are metaphorically present in the three phases of asabiyya that
governed modern Libya (the Karamanlis, Senussis and Gaddafi). This is so by virtue of the manifestation of the concept of asabiyya and its mechanisms. The mechanisms of asabiyya constitute the
driving force of the state. It is the producer of urbanisation in the Karamanli and Senussi eras and
managed to create the will for co-existence. It became the dominant asabiyya that guided the gradual and rational transition from a nomadic to urban framework. However, when the equation was
reversed in the Gaddafi era, the urban framework became dominated by the nomadic wherein the
role of religious call and moral values were ignored. This resulted in the nomadic lifestyle detracting
from the achievements of urbanisation. Asabiyya was thus transformed into a destructive as opposed to constructive force as theorised by Ibn Khaldun. Perhaps what is transpiring now in Libya in
regards to lawlessness and tribal rivalry is an accurate translation of what it means for the nomadism cultivated by Gaddafi over a period of 42 years to dominate urbanism.
As for concept of the cycles of asabiyya and its lifespan according to Ibn Khaldun, this paper applied the interpretation proposed by al-Jabiri, which provides for the transition of the presidency/
authority from one specific asabiyya to its like within a single broader asabiyya. These phases are
subjected, according to Ibn Khaldun, to a finite lifespan. The study period of this paper reveals the
surprising accuracy of this Khaldunian theory. We observed that the Karamanli asabiyya lasted
124 years and ended in the fourth generation as estimated by Ibn Khaldun. History also bears witness that the Senussi asabiyya lasted 126 years and also ended it its fourth generation. Whereas the
Arab Spring revolutions precipitated the end of the third period of asabiyya (the Gaddafi era). Perhaps
the contradictions experienced by Gaddafi Libya and the distortions that inflicted the tribal structure
require further analysis to extract thereof other congruencies with Khaldunain theory.
As for religious calling talked about by Ibn Khaldun in Chapter five of the Muqaddimah that entrusted the role of the establishment and consolidation of asabiyya, for which Ibn Khaldun conducted a large number of comparisons between the history of intellectual movements from the
Muslim West and East, it manifested in the materialised in the Senussi Asabiyya. The Algerian
Senussi’s managed to extend their religious followed by their political influence to all parts of Libya.
Libya had not witnessed in the Karamanli era nor in the Gaddafi era what was witnessed in the
Senussi era in terms of tribal consensus and cooperation. According to the Khaldunian standard for
the success of these callings, we can say with certainty that the Senussi asabiyya is among the successful asabiyyas in line with the successful experiences of the Hashemite, Ibn Tumart, Ubaydi and
Idrisid movements among others. The sole secret behind the success of Senussi Asabiyya and all
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other successful models presented by Ibn Khaldun, is their awareness of the role of asabiyya and its
proper management and conservation.
As for the end of the asabiyya and its causes, the combined factors identified by Ibn Khaldun for
the demise of a State were present in all three phases of Libyan asabiyya. Senussi asabiyya came
apart with its rapid and ill calculated transition from a nomadic to urban lifestyle, whereas the asabiyya is Gaddafi’s era unravelled when the tribes turned on the Gaddadfa tribe, with only the Warfella
tribe remaining in support, and who are nowadays suffering for it. Furthermore, the economic decay
and the state of luxury and opulence that afflicted the Karamanli and Gaddafi states, in addition to
the life of convenience and comfort lived by the ruling class, and Gaddafi’s monopoly of glory were
central factors associated with the unravelling of their respective asabiyyas.
Lastly, we would like to note that any political process in modern Libya that strays from the
Khaldunian factors hitherto referred to in the construction of an asabiyya and its advancement is
doomed to fail. The increasing role and influence of the tribe after the revolution demands of those
interested and involved in Libyan politics a deep insight of the reality of affairs in order to attempt
real and meaningful national reconciliation. This is necessary to restore dignity to the large Warfella
tribe and ensure its involvement in the political future of Libya. In addition, the Gaddadfa tribe and
the tribes of Tebou, Amazigh and Tuareg that were marginalised after the revolution should be given
appropriate political roles. Libya must be concerned with developing a social contract (asabiyya)
based on mutual respect and forget past transgressions, while ensuring adequate protections for
this new asabiyyas explained by Ibn Khaldun. It must uphold religious values, justice, science and
diplomacy, and focus on their shared history, in addition to other factors Ibn Khaldun termed as
‘dominant’.
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18. Faraj Abd al-Azīz Najm, al-Qabīlah wa-al-Islām wa-aldawlah, p. 76.
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32. Ibn Khaldūn, Muqaddimat. 1. pp. 266–269.
33. The Bedouin proverb: my brother and I stand together
to our cousin and my cousin and I stand against the
stranger was well absorbed. The Senussi managed to
transformation of this proverb to: My cousin, my brother
and I together against the stranger.
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45. Ibn Khaldūn, Muqaddimat 1. p. 213.
46. As evidence on the status the Ottoman mutasarrif
(governor) of Benghazi, Ali Kamali Pasha, who considered himself: first and foremost a servant to Sheikh
Sanusi, and one his followers, only then an Ottoman
servant and governor. Benghazi over history, see: M
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Hume, L. J. (1980). Preparations for civil war in Tripoli in the
1820s: Ali Karamanli, Hassuna D’Ghies and Jeremy
Bentham. The Journal of African History, 21, 311–322.
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