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Sir Andrew Davis Returns
One of the world’s great conductors directs exciting music by Dvořák, Liszt

and Janáček, with powerful Russian pianist Nikolai Demidenko as soloist.
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BOOK NOW at mso.com.au
or call Ticketmaster on 13 61 00
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Tickets from$58
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Libyan rebels have won the war and toppled
the mad dictatorship of Muammar Gaddafi,
but the new order faces a tough battle to
unite a deeply divided and brutalised
country. Anthony Ham reports.

The leadership
of Libyan
dictator
Muammar
Gaddafi (main)
has crumbled
and NTC leader
Mustafa Abdul
Jalil (left) is
waiting in the
wings.
PICTURES: REUTERS
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OLONEL Muammar
Gaddafi may have ruled
Libya for more than 42
years, but in the final
reckoning, it took just six
months for his regime to
unravel. And as with all
dictatorships, the brutal-

ity that had sustained his rule would
ultimately prove to be his undoing.

In mid-February, with Tunisians
having swept their government from
power and with Egypt in an advanced
stage of upheaval, a small group of
protestors gathered in Benghazi.
Their aim was modest: to demand
justice for the families of the more
than 1200 prisoners massacred on
Colonel Gaddafi’s orders at Abu Salim
prison in 1996.

As had become customary in Gad-
dafi’s Libya at the merest hint of
unrest, soldiers fired into the crowd
with live ammunition. In the past,
time and again, such a response had
served the regime well, silencing its
most vocal critics and perpetuating a
climate of fear that kept ordinary
Libyans in their place. But Libya –
and the wider Arab world – in early
2011 was a radically different place to
the one on which Colonel Gaddafi
and his kind had come to rely.

Colonel Gaddafi seized power on
September 1, 1969. By consigning the
decrepit monarchy of King Idris to
history, Gaddafi tapped into the
widespread anger on the Arab street –
then, as now, the Arab world was in
uproar – and swept away the old
order. It can be difficult to imagine
now, but the 27-year-old colonel was
once a symbol of hope and genera-
tional change.

In the more than four decades
that followed, Gaddafi’s Libya
became a frightening, unpredictable
place in which to live: he made it his
mission to eliminate all who would
oppose his rule and the early days of
the revolution set the tone for what
would follow: the Colonel closed US
and British military bases, deported
30,000 Italian settlers and brutally
suppressed all domestic opposition,
whether real or imagined. Libya soon
had the highest per capita prison
population in the world.

At the same time, Colonel Gad-
dafi’s Revolutionary Command
Council lavished Libya’s abundant oil
wealth on its citizens, spending 20
times more on development pro-
grammes than had its predecessor. In
the process, it significantly raised the
standard of living for ordinary
Libyans.

During the decades that followed,
all through the years of Libya’s isola-
tion and its later reconciliation with
the West, this combination of stick
and carrot would prove to be the
most enduring hallmark of Colonel
Gaddafi’s rule. Even as he waged war
on his neighbours, embraced terror-
ism and persecuted all who dared to
oppose his rule, Libyans enjoyed free
health care, free education and a sys-
tem of subsidies that kept prices arti-
ficially low; even to the end, Libyans
could fill their tank with petrol for
under $A10.

At the same time, aborted upris-
ings, led for the most part by Islamist
groups, were a recurring, if scarcely
reported, feature of Libya’s political
landscape. Failed army rebellions
occurred in Misrata in 1993, and
again in Benghazi two years later.

Gaddafi’s response was ruthless.
He dismissed Islamists as ‘‘mad
dogs’’, and corralled the General Peo-
ple’s Congress, the rubber-stamp
body that is the closest Gaddafi’s
Libya came to a national parliament,
into passing a law that prescribed

collective punishment for tribes and
families who harboured Islamists.
When he ordered the massacre of
prisoners in Abu Salim prison, he did
so knowing that Libyans had been
cowed into submission, and would
never dare to rise against him.

Fifteen years later, by the time that
a small demonstration against this
same massacre would become the
unlikely spark for a revolution, Libya
had changed dramatically.

By paying compensation to the
victims of Libya’s terrorist outrages,
denouncing Islamic extremism and
renouncing its nuclear, chemical and
biological weapons, Libya had come
in from the international cold.

In formally relinquishing his wea-
pons programmes, Gaddafi had even
managed to sound like a statesman:
‘‘The programme started at the very
beginning of the revolution. The
world was different then . . . There is
never permanent animosity or per-
manent friendship. We all made mis-
takes, both sides. The most
important thing is to rectify the mis-
takes.’’

Perhaps it was because he had
been lulled into a false sense of
security by his new friendships with
Western governments. Or perhaps he
simply failed to realise that the world
had changed. Either way, Gaddafi
crucially misjudged the enduring
sense of grievance that decades of
repression had fostered in a popula-
tion newly emboldened by the
changes sweeping the region. A small
protest suddenly became a rebellion
and this time the violent crackdown
only made things worse.

In eastern Libya, tribal allegi-
ances, perceived historical slights
and perceptions of government neg-
lect had always made the region the
most dissatisfied corner of Gaddafi’s
Libya. Libyan governments may
reside in Tripoli, but power and the
impulse for change has always, in the
modern era at least, come from the
east. Thus it was that north-eastern
Libya was the first region to fall to the
rebels and has remained – thanks to
NATO’s intervention – firmly in rebel
hands ever since.

With the frontline centred on the
strategic oil town of Brega, Libya was
divided neatly in two. The Libyan
government’s formidable arsenal and
NATO’s limited mandate, wedded to
a lack of experience and reported
divisions within rebel ranks, contrib-
uted to a stalemate that could have
lasted for years were it not for two
crucial factors.

The first was the heroic resistance
of the coastal city of Misrata, its defi-
ance proving that Colonel Gaddafi’s
forces were not, after all, invincible.

The second element that would
change the course of the war was the
growing (and at times under-
reported) rebellion in the Jebel Nafu-
sah mountains southwest of Tripoli.
The predominantly Arab town of
Zintan fell to rebels in March, and
over the months that followed, a suc-
cession of Berber towns in the sur-
rounding hills – Nalut, Jadu, Yefren –
fell to the rebels.

Libya’s Berbers needed little invit-
ation to join the rebellion: in 2010, in
response to growing calls for
increased public use of the Berber
language, Colonel Gaddafi
announced that the Berbers were
‘‘ancient tribes who lived in North
Africa and that they no longer exist’’.
He continued: It is ‘‘pointless to try
(to use) the language of these tribes
which have disappeared’’.

When these rebel groups seized
control of a strategic border crossing
with Tunisia in March, it signalled the

beginning of the end for Gaddafi and
his supporters, even though it would
still take months to drive them from
power.

By opening crucial supply lines for
the rebels, the liberated border cross-
ing enabled the ragtag rebel army to
slowly accumulate territory before
finally overrunning Zawiya and
Gharyan. With Misrata in rebel hands
to the east, NATO patrolling the skies
and blockading the coastline, Tripoli
was surrounded on all sides. Reports
from the capital suggest that it was
the rebels from the Nafusah Moun-
tains who drove the final push on Tri-
poli.

With victory in sight, however, the
task of unifying these and other dis-
parate strands of the revolution may
prove to be a complicated one. This
is, after all, a nation whose foot sol-
diers of rebellion have hitherto been

united only by their hatred of Colonel
Gaddafi.

Some of the signs are promising.
One unexpected consequence of the
protracted conflict is that it enabled
those Libyans in rebel-controlled
areas to form a government-in-
waiting. The Benghazi-based,
33-member National Transition
Council had garnered the recognition
of more than 30 foreign governments
before the fall of Tripoli. It also has an
interim constitution in place to
smooth the transition from dictator-
ship to fledgling democracy.

And yet, the NTC as it is currently
constituted is as much a symbol of a
nation divided as it is a source of
hope for the future. Dominated as it
is by representatives from Libya’s
north-east, the council showed its
inability to even paper over the divi-
sions in wider Libyan society when

its top military commander, Abdul
Fatah Younis, was murdered –
reportedly by Islamists within rebel
ranks – in late July.

The NTC’s confused response ali-
enated the commander’s increasingly
powerful tribal confederation, and
the council’s cabinet was dissolved in
order to appease tribal leaders.

Just as significantly, the NTC’s
chairman, Mustafa Abdul Jalil, may
have impressed international delega-
tions, but many Libyans remain pro-
foundly distrustful of a man who
served as Justice Minister from 2007
until his defection earlier this year.

The absence of meaningful insti-
tutions and the non-existent space
allowed for civil society groups in
Colonel Gaddafi’s Libya has also cre-
ated a dangerous power vacuum. Just
as the rebel army was defined more
by naive enthusiasm than by any

battleground skill, so too have the
NTC’s first steps along the road to
governance been dogged by inexperi-
ence.

‘‘We were lawyers and doctors last
week,’’ one lawyer told The Guardian
in Benghazi in the early days of the
uprising, ‘‘and now we find ourselves
as revolutionaries.’’

Little wonder, therefore, that Jalil
candidly admits that his council will,
at best, be able to exercise only lim-
ited control over the fighters nomin-
ally under their command. When
confronted with the potential for
damaging revenge attacks against
pro-Gaddafi targets in the immediate
aftermath of any ultimate rebel vic-
tory, Jalil proclaimed his respect for
the leaders of rebel militias even as
he warned that ‘‘some of the actions
of their followers worry me’’.

In the search for clues to the form

thepost-Gaddafi Libya will take, the
lessons emerging elsewhere from the
Arab world would appear to have
only limited currency.

The Ben Ali and Mubarak regimes
in Tunisia and Egypt respectively
never rivalledGaddafi when it came
to persecuting their populations.
Attempts to equate Libya with Iraq
can prove equally problematic, albeit
reassuringly so. NATO’s intervention
in Libya played a critical role in
ensuring a rebel victory. But from the
earliest days of the revolution, the
forces that have swept Gaddafi from
power have been almost exclusively
Libyan – there has been no image of
an American flag flying above the
statue of this deposed dictator.

The homogeneity of Libyan soci-
ety – 97 per cent of Libyans are Sunni
Muslims – also removes religion as a
potential faultline in post-Gaddafi
Libya.

Just as Libya has had to negotiate
its own tumultuous path through the
Arab Spring, so too must it find its
own solutions. And such promising
signs notwithstanding, significant
threats to peace remain.

Six months of bloody conflict, a
population the vast majority of
whom have known no other Libya
(approximately 75 per cent of
Libyans were born after Colonel Gad-
dafi came to power) and four decades
of repression have combined to cre-
ate a deeply wounded society.

T
HE TRIBAL allegiances
that were so crudely
exploited in the dying days
of the Gaddafi regime also
cannot be discounted as
sources of conflict; repris-
als against tribes perceived
to be pro-Gaddafi could

have lasting implications for any
peaceful transition, as could an
unseemly grasping at the spoils of
victory by tribal leaders who felt mar-
ginalised under Gaddafi’s rule.

And the small, but worrying pres-
ence of Islamists in rebel ranks,
among them veterans of the
mujahideen in Afghanistan, may not
signify the breadth of popular sup-
port necessary to derail Libya’s trans-
ition to democracy. But the Islamist
foot soldiers are battle-hardened and
capable of posing a serious military
challenge to any new and fragile
Libyan government, just as they did
to Colonel Gaddafi’s regime for dec-
ades.

‘‘There are extremist Islamist
groups that seek to have revenge and
to create turbulence in the Libyan
society,’’ Mustafa Abdul Jalil admitted
as the rebels entered Tripoli. ‘‘I will
not be honoured to be the head of a
National Transitional Council with
such rebels working for it.’’

But a potentially more far-
reaching challenge to the construc-
tion of a peaceful Libya is found in
the more prosaic field of economics.

Thanks to its small population
and large reserves of oil and natural
gas, Libya is the richest country in
Africa.

Even so, almost one-third of
Libyans are without work, approxim-
ately half of those who work do so for
the bloated public sector, and a mas-
sive proportion of government
expenditures are squandered on
unsustainable subsidies.

Libya’s infrastructure has also
been seriously degraded by recent
fighting, adding further to the
mounting challenges that face Libya’s
next government: not only must they
unite a deeply divided and brutalised
country, they must also take the
deeply unpopular decisions neces-
sary to overhaul Libya’s moribund
economy.

As Libyans flush out the final rem-
nants of Colonel Gaddafi’s regime in
Tripoli and elsewhere, questions
such as these will inevitably cast a
long, dark shadow over their future.
But for most Libyans in the first
euphoria of victory, the only regret
will be that it took so long.

Anthony Ham is a Madrid-based journalist
who travels to Libya regularly.
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