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Book your summer holiday on
Spirit of Tasmania today.

Day Tickets from just $75 per adult
and $26* per child each way, for
travel on selected sailings between
January and March!

Enjoy free live music acts, various bars,
kids’ activities and cinema screenings.

These great value tickets are limited,
so get in early before you miss out!
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I N S I G H T

The rise and
fall of a tyrant
B Y R U T H P O L L A R D M I D D L E E A S T C O R R E S P O N D E N T

‘Libyans too sensed their
moment had come, and their
revolution began.’

THERE appeared to be no limits to
his cruelty or his madness. The man
who surrounded himself with dozens
of female bodyguards and made a
show of carrying a giant Bedouin tent
on his diplomatic missions, also
thought nothing of ordering the
execution of up to 1200 prisoners
in one day in a Tripoli jail.

Colonel Muammar Gaddafi’s erratic,
violent and terror-filled 42-year reign
came to a dramatic end on Thursday
when he was killed in the final, bloody
battle for his home town of Sirt on
Libya’s vast Mediterranean coast.

As the February revolution swept the
country and rebel forces secured town
after town — and even after they
quickly took the capital Tripoli in an
overwhelming show of force on
August 22 — Gaddafi swore he would
stay in Libya and fight to the death.

Ultimately, that was his fate.
The 27-year-old Gaddafi seized

power from King Idris in a military coup
in 1969, and quickly set about creating a
one-party state that revolved solely
around he and his family. The leader of
what Human Rights Watch described as
‘‘one of the region’s most thorough
police states’’, Gaddafi invented a polit-
ical system called Jamahiriya, or ‘‘state
of the masses’’. In 1975 he published the
hated Green Book, his manifesto of his
‘‘Third International Theory’’ of govern-
ment and society.

But in this state, the people had no
power and lived in constant fear of his
brutal regime, as it crushed any dissent
with disappearances, politically moti-
vated arrests and torture, as well as the
near-total repression of freedom of
expression and association.

Every Libyan has a story to tell of the
unpredictable, often unprovoked,
vengeance Gaddafi unleashed on his
people as he squandered the country’s
vast oil wealth and set about buying the
political support of neighbouring
dictators.

Yet beyond the violence and repres-
sion, it was the egomaniacal acts of the
self-styled philosopher king that most
angered Libyans.

Businessman Asfraf Shah tells a
story that was repeated many times to
The Saturday Age in the days after Tri-
poli fell into the hands of the National
Transitional Council’s rebel forces. For
him it summed up everything about the
flamboyantly dressed dictator who
dominated their lives for 42 years.

Whenever Libya’s national soccer
team was playing in the Africa Cup,
football commentators calling the
matches were forced to adopt a unique
way of describing the game — they
were only ever allowed to mention the
players by number, never by name,
Shah said.

‘‘Gaddafi’s name was the only name
that was ever allowed to be uttered on
our television or in public,’’ he said,
with bitterness. ‘‘Most Libyans did not
even know the names of any of the gov-
ernment’s ministers — the only names
you ever heard were Muammar Gaddafi
and his sons.’’

As his Green Book became the guid-
ing text for generation after generation,
he devoted himself to isolating Libyans
from the influences of the outside
world — he banned the teaching of for-
eign languages in schools, made travel
even from one side of Libya to the other
difficult and deluded himself to the end
that his people worshipped him.

‘‘Oh, my people love me, he would
say. Well, if we loved him so much why
did he feel the need to live behind those
huge walls?’’ Shah says.

Not content with his domination of
Libya, Gaddafi had big plans for the
Middle East and north Africa, and
immersed himself in some of the most
protracted conflicts of our time, supply-
ing arms to the IRA and to Yasser
Arafat’s Palestinian fighters.

But it was the 1988 bombing of
Pan Am flight 103 over the town of

Lockerbie in Scotland, killing 270
people including all 243 passengers and
16 crew, along with 11 people in Locker-
bie, that etched his murderous reputa-
tion in the minds of people around the
world.

The United Nations imposed sanc-
tions on Libya in 1992 to pressure it to
hand over the suspects in the Lockerbie
bombing, and, seven years later, with
the sanctions biting, Gaddafi buckled.
Two Libyans were tried for their role in
the bombings — Abdelbaset al-Megrahi
and Lamin Khalifah Fhimah. Megrahi
was convicted of murder on January 31,
2001, and was sentenced to life in
prison in Scotland, while Fhimah was
found not guilty. Controversially,
Megrahi was released from prison in
2009 because he was dying of cancer.
He is still alive in Tripoli, although
reportedly close to death.

By 2003, Libya had taken responsi-
bility for Lockerbie, and announced it
would give up its weapons of mass
destruction, shaking off years of
diplomatic isolation and attempting to
become an ally in the counter-
terrorism efforts of the United States
and European governments.

The lure of oil, it appears, is a power-
ful thing, and Western governments
managed to overlook Gaddafi’s
appalling human rights record in order
to take advantage of lucrative business
deals in the oil-rich country, Human
Rights Watch said. The organisation has
documented complicity between the
Gaddafi government and the US and
British intelligence services in the ren-
dition of alleged terrorism suspects,
which led to their torture.

Many ordinary Libyans simply did
not believe Gaddafi could be over-
thrown. He created such a climate of
fear that one young Libyan told The
Saturday Age that if his car broke down
near Gaddafi’s Bab al-Azizia compound
in Tripoli, he would ‘‘just leave it there
and run’’.

But as popular revolutions in neigh-
bouring Tunisia and Egypt forced out
two long-serving dictators, Zine al-
Abidine Ben Ali and Hosni Mubarak,
Libyans too sensed their moment had
come, and their revolution began on
February 17.

On June 27, the International Crim-
inal Court issued an arrest warrant for
Gaddafi, alleging he had been person-
ally involved in planning and imple-
menting ‘‘a policy of widespread and
systematic attacks against civilians and
demonstrators and dissidents’’.

Such was his disregard for human
life that he ordered his soldiers to fire
on protesters with tanks and anti-
aircraft guns. Thousands died in the
bloody battle for Libya, and as more
and more of the country came under
the control of the rebels, mass graves
containing hundreds of bodies were
discovered, along with massacre sites in
warehouses and other facilities.

By the time Tripoli fell on August 22,
people were expressing open hatred for
Gaddafi. Posters featuring his image
were being used as doormats at the
entrance to homes and hotels, and cars
were driving over his image at check-
points all over the coastal capital.

Graffiti around the city portrayed
him as a rat, dressed him in drag and
almost all of the drawings featured his
increasingly crazy hair.

Young children were running
through the streets chanting, ‘‘Shaf-
shoofa, Shafshoofa’’ — a Libyan Arabic
word that roughly translates to
someone with crazy, unkempt hair.

It was the ultimate insult from a
generation that will most benefit from
Libya’s extraordinary liberation.
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and faith, but rather regions and the unpaid debts of war’

IN THE post-euphoric world of Libya’s revolution, the grim certainties of
life under Muammar Gaddafi have yielded to the altogether messier reali-
ties of building a state from scratch. Nearly two months after the fall of
Tripoli, dozens of armed militias, laws unto themselves, continue to roam
the streets of the capital. The unity and celebrations following Gaddafi’s
death aside, Libya’s transitional authorities are plagued by infighting.

Into Tripoli’s at times dangerous
power vacuum has stepped a well-
organised group of self-proclaimed
Islamists who dominate the city’s
military and municipal authorities.
Elsewhere in the country, while the
transitional authorities scramble to
restore basic levels of governance,
the mosque has provided both a
rallying cry for unity and a reassuring
symbol of continuity.

These are stories that have played
out everywhere that the Arab Spring
has taken hold: Islamist parties and
militias — drawing on the certainties
of a people’s faith at a time of unset-
tling instability, and tapping into
networks that have often proved
more effective than governments in
providing basic services — have
quickly stepped into the space left by
deposed dictators.

And whenever a dictator has
fallen, the spectre of radical Islamists
ascending to power has sent ripples
of fear through Western capitals: the
role of Islam remains the great
unanswered question of the Libyan
revolution, and of the wider Arab
Spring.

But Libyan history suggests that
we may have more to fear from an
unstable and divided Libya than we
do from the Islamists that would
seek to unite the country.

Islam has always been close to
power in Libya, either as its domin-
ant force or its unquiet conscience.
The religion itself has deep roots in
Libyan soil: the country has been
Islamic since the armies of Islam
swept across north Africa in the 7th
century, and Libya was later ruled by
a succession of Islamic dynasties.

During the colonial period — first
under the Ottoman Empire in the
19th century and during Italian rule
in the 20th — Islam provided the
guns for resistance, and the unifying
impetus behind calls for Libyan
independence.

When Libya became independent
in 1951, its first leader, King Idris, was
the head of the Islamic sect that had
— with words and guns — led the
ultimately successful resistance
against both Ottoman and Italian
rule. He was an inept administrator,
but he was a great friend of the West
and a symbol of moderate political
Islam.

Whatever was happening in the
halls of Libyan power, the most
popular form of Islam in the country
has always derived from the Maliki

rite of Islamic thought, a strain of
Islamic teaching that preaches toler-
ance and the primacy of the Koran.

Islam as tolerance, as a faith of
rebellion and Libyan power: from
this Islam, the West has little to fear.

But where Libya’s Islamic story
becomes complicated — and indeed
where most Libyan stories become
complicated — is when Colonel
Gaddafi seized power in 1969.
Among his first edicts was to strip
most Islamic clerics of their powers
and put in their place compliant
imams who supported his rule.

At the same time, he extolled the
virtues of Islam and, in the absence
of a formal constitution, declared the
Koran to be the country’s official
constitution. The Colonel professed
to be a devout Muslim, made
frequent reference to Islam in his
speeches, and promoted Koranic
studies.

For Gaddafi, Islam was a tool of
legitimacy. But it would also prove to
be his greatest weakness.

For most ordinary Libyans, their
Islam differed from that of Gaddafi
and it became a refuge from the cap-
rices of his rule. Today, 97 per cent of
Libyans are Sunni Muslims. Most
strictly observe the tenets of the holy
month of Ramadan. Most obey the
Koranic tenet to pray five times a day.
And most profess allegiance to the
tolerant Islam of their forebears.

At the same time, a handful of
Libyans followed the long-standing
Libyan tradition of resisting what
they considered to be godless rule.
Throughout its 42 years in power, the
Gaddafi regime battled sporadically
against Islamic opposition groups.
Many of those who took up arms
against Gaddafi in the name of Islam
had been forged into soldiers on the
battlefields of Afghanistan. These are
the men who seek to lead the new
Libya.

It is not yet clear whether the
moderate Islam professed by many
Libyans will temper the more mili-
tant urges of the former Islamist
rebels who were radicalised under
Gaddafi’s rule. But the early
pronouncements of the latter provide
many reasons for hope.

One of the most prominent
figures in Tripoli in the post-Gaddafi
era has been Abdel Hakim Belhaj, the
head of the Tripoli Military Council,
which serves as the de facto
‘‘national’’ army in the capital. Belhaj
is a former leader of the Libyan

Islamic Fighting Group, which was
once aligned with al-Qaeda; he was
handed over to the Libyan authorities
by the CIA in 2004 and was held in
Tripoli’s Abu Salim prison until last
year.

And yet, Belhaj has promised to
lay down his weapons and join the
democratic process once the situ-
ation in the country stabilises. He has
also promised to work for ‘‘a civil
state that respects the law and rights’’.

One of Belhaj’s closest lieutenants
is another avowed Islamist, Sheikh
Khaled Sherrif. Despite having
publicly rejected democracy and
advocated jihad in the past, Sheikh
Khaled recently told the BBC that
‘‘dialogue is the best way . . . The
Libyan people need space to choose
the kind of government they want.
We will be with them on this journey.
No one should force anything on the
Libyan people.’’

Sheikh Khaled admits to having
met Osama bin Laden, but does not
shy away from his controversial past:
‘‘We knew Osama bin Laden in
Afghanistan but all we had in
common with him was that we were
in the same country. We discussed his
attacks on the West, but we did not
contribute to it. We kept our inde-
pendence and our own views.’’

And despite a deeply troubled
relationship with the West — he was
held for two years by the Americans
at Bagram air base in Afghanistan
and claims to have been tortured
during his imprisonment — Sheikh
Khaled has shown a remarkable
willingness to seek reconciliation
with the international community.

‘‘All Libyans thank God that the
international community took the
side of the Libyan people against the
dictatorship,’’ he said recently.

‘‘All the Libyan people appreciate
that.’’

Another prominent Islamist, Ali
Sallabi, a powerful orator and respec-
ted Islamic scholar, is considered by
many Libyans to have been the
spokesman for Islamic opposition to
Gaddafi during the revolution.

In mid-September, he told The
New York Times that ‘‘it is the people’s
revolution, and all the people are
Muslims, Islamists. Secularists are
our brothers and they are Libyans.
They have the right to offer their
proposals and programs. And if the
Libyan people choose them I have no
problem. We believe in democracy
and the peaceful exchange of power’’.

Whether such statements are
genuine or just clever politicking, the
US government has, in public at
least, taken the statements at face
value. Though cautious, US officials
have pointed to Libya’s tradition of
moderate Islam and praised Islam-
ists, including many former enemies
of the US, for their apparent commit-
ment to democratic principles.

During a recent visit to Tripoli,
Jeffrey Feltman, assistant secretary of
state for Near Eastern affairs,
expressed optimism: ‘‘Based on our
discussions with Libyans so far,’’ he
said, ‘‘we aren’t concerned that one
group is going to be able to dominate
the aftermath of what has been a
shared struggle by the Libyan
people.’’

Not all Libyans share his confid-
ence. One former Islamist, who fears
for his life since turning his back on
the group, warned that Ali Sallabi’s
statements could not be trusted. ‘‘He
is just hiding his intentions. He says
one thing to the BBC and another to
Al-Jazeera. If you believe him, then
you don’t know the Muslim Broth-
ers.’’

The good intentions or otherwise of
Islamists may have become one of
the most pressing issues in the
aftermath of liberation, both in
Western capitals and on the streets
of Tripoli. But the secular-Islamist
divide is only one fault line among
many that threaten to destabilise
the new Libya.

Arguably the deepest division is
one that centres not on philosophies
and faith, but rather regions and the
unpaid debts of war.

The gunmen who still maintain
checkpoints across Tripoli remain in
the capital largely to ensure that the
region they represent receives its due.
Their approach is summed up
eloquently by Dr Abdulwahab Ez-
Zintani, an elder in the town of
Zintan in the Jebel Nafusa, whose
fighters are credited with having
tipped the balance in favour of anti-
Gaddafi forces in the battle for
Tripoli.

Zintan, a town of 50,000, is one of
few Arab towns in the predominantly
Berber mountains that rise up from
the coastal plain in the country’s
north-west, and has become accus-
tomed to fighting for its share. Dr Ez-
Zintani, a former ambassador, heads
the town’s political committee and
has demanded at least two ministries

in any new government. He told the
BBC: ‘‘If you have played the major
role in the liberation of the country
you have to have a good piece of the
cake. We believe that because of our
sufferings, our losses [the town lost
more than 250 men in the fighting]
we have to have a place, our share.’’

The sense of each region protect-
ing its own is also felt keenly in
Misrata, scene of a devastating siege;
its heroic resistance ultimately
helped to turn the tide against the
Gaddafi regime. Abdulbaset al-
Haddad, a revolutionary leader from
the city, assured the BBC that Misrata
had no intention of relinquishing its
weapons just yet: ‘‘It is still too early
to do this because of what the
Gaddafi troops did, all the destruc-
tion in Misrata, the criminal acts, the
killing and raping of our women. No
Misrati wants to give up weapons
until there is a united government
and a national army.’’

Thus it is that the solidarity across
regions that maintained Libya’s
revolution appears to have evapor-
ated. Says Ez-Zintani: ‘‘You cannot
put on the same boat the people who
fought and who lost so many things,
our sons, our animals, our buildings,
with another city where the people
are sitting comfortably with their
airconditioning on.’’

Viewed within such a context of
rampant regionalism, the Islamists
could equally be seen as a positive
force, a rare and more enduring
source of unity that transcends the
anti-Gaddafi passions that held the
revolution together.

By maintaining their discipline,
announcing their support for demo-
cracy and rising above the divisions
that threaten to tear Libya asunder,
Islamists have also set the standard to
which all other political groupings
must aspire.

According to Aref Nayed, co-
ordinator of the interim authorities’
stabilisation team, the message to
anyone complaining about the
sudden dominance of Islamists is
simple: ‘‘You must be as articulate as
they are and as organised as they
are.’’

It is still too early to predict
whether the Islamists will prevail, or
whether their statements of demo-
cratic intent are sincere. But what-
ever happens, Islam is looking ever
more likely to be the country’s king-
maker, just as it has been throughout
Libyan history.
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A DICTATOR’S DEMISE

Gaddafi in
1984 (left)
and facing
death on
Thursday.

FEBRUARY 16, 2011 The arrest of
human rights activist Fethi Tarbel starts a
riot in Benghazi.
FEBRUARY 24 Militias take control of
the coastal city Misrata.
FEBRUARY 26 The UN Security
Council imposes sanctions on Gaddafi.
MARCH 5 The rebel National
Transitional Council declares itself Libya’s
sole representative.
MARCH 17 The UN Security Council
authorises a no-fly zone over Libya and
military action to protect civilians.
MARCH 19 The first air strikes halt the
advance of Gaddafi’s forces.
APRIL 30 A NATO missile attack in

Tripoli kills Gaddafi’s youngest son and
three grandchildren, his government says.
JUNE 27 The International Criminal
Court issues arrest warrants for Gaddafi,
his son Saif al-Islam and intelligence chief
Abdullah al-Senussi on charges of crimes
against humanity.
AUGUST 21 Rebels enter Tripoli.
SEPTEMBER 1 Libya’s interim rulers
meet world leaders at a Paris conference.
SEPTEMBER 11 Libya starts
producing oil again.
SEPTEMBER 13 Interim government
chief Mustafa Abdel Jalil makes his first
speech in Tripoli to a crowd of 10,000.
SEPTEMBER 15 France’s Nicolas

Sarkozy and Britain’s David Cameron
land in Libya to a heroes’ welcome.
SEPTEMBER 27 Interim rulers take
full control of the country’s stockpile of
chemical weapons and nuclear material.
OCTOBER 12 Government fighters
capture Gaddafi’s son Motassim.
OCTOBER 14 Gunfights in Tripoli
between Gaddafi supporters and NTC
forces.
OCTOBER 18 US Secretary of State
Hillary Clinton arrives in Libya on an
unannounced visit, urges militias to
unite.
OCTOBER 20 Gaddafi captured
and killed in Sirt. AGENCIES


