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Abstract:

This study examines how Libya’s socio-cultural structures, especially
tribalism, shape the crisis. It delineates the concepts of crisis, structure, and
socio-cultural orders, including sectarianism and tribal identity. The analysis
evaluates the scope and limits of these structures’ influence. It also investigates
the motivations of constituent actors and the mechanisms of impact.
Mechanisms analysed include patronage networks, kinship obligations, and
identity mobilisation. Evidence indicates that socio-cultural structures have
adversely steered the conflict. Tribalism, in particular, has intensified
complexity and prolonged the crisis. Consequently, state-building and
institutional reconstruction have been significantly impeded. The findings
suggest that durable resolution requires engaging tribal governance while
strengthening national institutions.

Keywords: Structure; Socio-Cultural Structures; Libyan Crisis; State-Society
Relations.
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1. Introduction

The purpose of life is for a person to adapt to circumstances and
situations, interact with others, and reach a degree of satisfaction and
self-defense, through compatibility, which is the cornerstone of an
individual's life.

The Arab region is undergoing profound geopolitical
reconfiguration that is reshaping state—society relations and regional-
global power balances amid heightened polarization and rivalries. Given
the tight coupling of national and regional conflicts, entrenched
structural constraints and chronic instability demand rigorous analytical
frameworks. Post-Arab Spring regimes largely failed to democratize,
instead becoming arenas for external intervention. Libya epitomizes this
dynamic - its geostrategic position and hydrocarbon wealth invite
competing agendas, turning the conflict into a proxy theatre with
spillovers for Algeria’s strategic depth and wider North Africa—Sahel
trajectories.

Nevertheless, while acknowledging the significant role external
factors have played in exacerbating Libya's internal divisions and
complicating prospects for resolving the crisis, one cannot overlook the
role of internal dynamics that have created fertile ground for the success
of foreign agendas. Among the most significant internal obstacles to
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resolving the Libyan crisis is the country's complex socio-cultural
composition.

Given the critical importance of socio-cultural dynamics within the
Libyan political system, understanding the trajectory of conflict
resolution and state-building efforts cannot be separated from these
dynamics, which themselves constitute influential factors in the
country’s ongoing political and social transformation. Therefore, the
central research question is framed as follows:

What is the nature and extent of the influence exerted by Libya's
socio-cultural structures in obstructing efforts and initiatives aimed at
resolving the Libyan crisis?

To address this central question, the following sub-questions have
been developed:
= What are the conceptual and theoretical frameworks for studying

socio-cultural structures?
= What factors have transformed Libya's socio-cultural structures into
obstacles to resolving the crisis?

Accordingly, the importance of this study stems from its primary
objective: to understand how socio-cultural structures hinder efforts to
resolve the Libyan crisis, and to assess the degree of objectivity reflected
in various interpretations regarding the nature and future scope of this
influence, based on the observable indicators and manifestations
emerging from the current phase.

Methodology here refers to rule-governed procedures for
answering questions and testing hypotheses. Given the complexity of
political-social phenomena, this study employs a complementary
design: (1) systems analysis to specify Libya’s political components,
interaction patterns, and external linkages (equilibrium # stability); (2)
structural—functional analysis to relate structures to roles and distinguish
adaptive from erosive functions; and (3) a state—society lens (Migdal) to
show how socio-cultural formations-especially tribal and sectarian-
shape crisis dynamics and resolution pathways. Integrating these
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frameworks reduces conceptual contradiction and exploits their distinct
explanatory strengths.

2. Conceptual and Theoretical Framework of the Study

Engaging with key concepts'* as analytic lenses is essential for
diagnosing political reality; because politics is constituted through
cognitive constructs, clear definitions at the outset discipline inquiry and
bound interpretation.

2.1. The Semantic Scope of the Concept of Crisis

In political science, a “crisis” is a multi-dimensional, structural
disturbance that threatens political and social stability, requiring precise,
systematic analysis rather than treatment as a transient episode.

2.1.1. Defining the Concept of Crisis

The term "crisis" has ancient origins rooted in Greek medicine,
where it originally denoted a "turning point," often used to signify a
sudden, fundamental change in the condition of the human body?.

In contemporary academic discourse, researchers have identified
several characteristics that distinguish crises from other forms of conflict
or contentious relations between states. These characteristics can be
summarized as follows®:

= The element of surprise resulting from the unexpected nature of the
Crisis.

= The multiplicity of actors and influential parties involved, as well as
the interwoven and overlapping causes and dimensions of the crisis.

= The actual occurrence and escalation of the crisis, accompanied by
conflicting interests among the involved parties.

= The scarcity and inaccuracy of available information.

= The limited time frame available to address and manage the crisis
effectively.
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2.2. Concepts Related to the Notion of Crisis

The concept of crisis frequently intersects with, and overlaps,
several other critical concepts, including:
a. War:

The Greek philosopher Plato (424-374 BCE) defined war as the
"natural state of relations between political communities,"* implying that
war is an inherent condition that requires no justification, as it is
intrinsically tied to the nature of human and consequently political
relations.

The Italian political thinker Niccolo Machiavelli (1469—-1527)
echoed this sentiment in his work The Art of War, where he argued that
"there exists a profound and inevitable connection between politics and
war, such that they not only complement one another but must also be
unified in a strong, inseparable bond"® .Similarly, the renowned German
military strategist Carl von Clausewitz described war as the
"continuation of politics by other means".

To understand the evolution and changing forms of warfare over
time and across geographic spaces, a broader conceptualization is
necessary. In this regard, the classical definition offered by Gaston
Bouthoul remains instructive; he defines war as "a form of organized,
systematic violence carried out by groups, often resulting in high-
intensity, bloody confrontations between political communities—
whether in the form of interstate warfare or internal civil wars." Violence,
in this context, entails a deliberate assault on the physical and
psychological well-being of individuals and groups involved®.

b. Tension:

Tension is a state of hostility, fear, suspicion, or perception of
divergent interests, often accompanied by ambitions of domination or
desires for retaliation. Notably, such conditions may persist without
necessarily escalating into open, explicit conflict. Tension frequently
precedes conflict, with numerous historical examples showing how
unresolved tensions have ignited outright confrontations. Nevertheless,

146



| The Intractability of the Libyan Crisis: A Study on the Impact of Soc...PP: 142 -158

tension can also coexist with cooperative frameworks between rival
parties’.

According to Marcel Merle, tension refers to conflict-prone
situations that, at least temporarily, do not culminate in the use of
physical violence or coercion. Some manifestations of tension may
acquire a prolonged, even permanent, character—albeit with fluctuating
intensity over time—while others are temporary, dissipating once their
root causes are addressed. Furthermore, certain tensions may contain the
latent potential for armed crises that erupt intermittently®. Crises seldom
arise ex nihilo; they accrete from unresolved tensions within political
systems and among actors. These tensions signal structural imbalance-
between state and society or among parties, institutions, and elites-and,
absent effective absorption or reform, escalate into overt crisis.

2.3. Structure and Socio-Cultural Structure — A Conceptual and
Theoretical Approach

Conceptual frameworks are indispensable gateways for
investigating complex phenomena. Precise conceptualization—aligned
with epistemological and logical standards—is a prerequisite for
objective, scientifically grounded analysis. Accordingly, this section
delineates the principal concepts and theoretical approaches associated
with “structure.”

2.3.1. The Conceptual Meaning of Structure

Treating the political system as a dependent variable shaped by the
wider social order, analysis begins with social structure: following
Gabriel Almond, structure denotes regularised, role-based activity
patterns constituting the polity, function the essential activities
sustaining it; inquiry must therefore probe capacities embedded in the
whole and its parts, while the concept of structure -migrating from
engineering/physics via biology to signify interdependent organised
wholes- serves, Hence, the structure can be viewed as an analytic device
that renders component configurations like interlocking blocks for
systematic explanation. This conceptual migration from biology to the
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social sciences has transformed "structure™ into an intellectual lens for
conceptualizing social entities, which, much like biological organisms,
are composed of interrelated parts9.
Political science adopted the term "structure" from engineering,
following its earlier incorporation into sociology, economics, and
psychology. In its engineering sense, structure refers to the manner in
which the constituent parts of a unified whole are assembled and
interlinked. The existence of structure presupposes coherence and
interdependence among these parts, such that each component's
existence and function are contingent upon the others, working together
in harmony™°.
Within this understanding, the concept of structure highlights the
complex web of relationships connecting the various components of the
political system. It transcends the formal, legalistic dimensions implied
by terms such as "system," "form," or "institution," shifting the focus
toward actual, power-driven interactions that govern the system's
functioning. From the perspective of structuralist methodology, the
political system represents a macro-structure composed of smaller,
interdependent structures®?.
Socio-cultural systems, in turn, comprise three primary types of
phenomena:
= Material phenomena, which possess tangible, observable
attributes, such as the physical environment, demographic
characteristics (population size, age distribution, gender ratios),
birth and death rates, and the technologies employed to manage
environmental resources and population dynamics.

= Structural-social phenomena, referring to human groupings,
organizations, and institutions. The historical evolution of Arab
societies reveals that their core social structures have traditionally
revolved around entities such as clans, tribes, and extended families,
which serve as fundamental units of traditional social organization'?.
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2.3.2. Theoretical Approaches to the Role of Structure
a. The State-Society Relations Approach:

Joel S. Migdal’s state—society approach offers a historically
grounded framework for analyzing the dynamic interplay between state
institutions and societal forces. His early work examines how states forge
political authority robust enough to monopolize social control,
highlighting the strategies and organizational capacities through which
they seek predominance.

Migdal argues that regime type (democratic/authoritarian) shapes
how states exert social control and condition individual behavior; state
institutions and social organizations continually contest authority, and
any equilibrium hinges on the system’s capacity to accommodate
pluralism®3, Understanding this requires disaggregating the state into
levels and analyzing interdependent linkages with societal forces. Using
the variables of state strength and societal strength, Migdal proposes four
ideal-typical configurationst*:

= Strong state / strong society: balanced capabilities; negotiated
governance.

= Strong state / weak society (hierarchical): state dominance; limited
societal counterweights.

= Weak state / strong society (fragmented): societal actors set rules;
state authority diffuses.

= Weak state / weak society (anarchic): pervasive incapacity across
both spheres.

b. The Structural Approach:

The structural approach treats political orders as embedded in
wider social and economic formations, tracing reciprocal interactions
among societal, economic, cultural, and legal structures and conceiving
the polity as a dynamic, emergent product of these interdependencies.
Scholarly debates span two axes: as Welsh and Przeworski note, between
structural preconditions and strategic choice in democratization; while
Lipset links wealth, industrialization, urbanization®®, and education to
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democracy, others stress civic culture, class conflict, interests, religion,
and more-fueling empirical disputes over both prerequisites and the
durability of democratic rule!®.

2.3.3. Determinants of the Socio-Cultural Structure
a. Tribal Allegiance

The tribe constitutes a long-standing and enduring socio-political,
economic, and even military organization, where membership is
fundamentally based on kinship ties. In essence, a tribe refers to a
cohesive, Kin-based community, often characterized by a Bedouin social
fabric and a shared territorial identity, which, from the perspective of its
members, grants it a degree of political autonomy?’. Despite widespread
usage, “tribe” lacks a settled definition and is often conflated with
“ethnicity” (a culturally and territorially bounded community), whereas
tribalism denotes a socio-political disposition privileging loyalty to tribal
identity- whose salience varies markedly across societies and regions*é.

For the renowned Arab historian Ibn Khaldun, tribalism represents
a social bond that transcends mere blood ties, embodying enduring
alliances among individuals driven by shared, permanent interests.
Tribalism serves as a mechanism for transferring kinship-based
solidarity from its genealogical and social dimensions into the realms of
political engagement, power competition, and conflict'®.

Political elites have long criticized tribalism as inimical to national
and Pan-Arab projects Political elites have long cast tribalism as
antithetical to national and Pan-Arab projects; as Ricardo Bocco
observes, Mashreq tribal structures fuse kinship and politics, and -
echoing Ibn Khaldun- dense tribal/sectarian allegiances erode central
authority, fuel recurrent rebellion, and impede postcolonial
modernization and the shift from lineage to citizenship®.

b. Sectarianism

While human societies are plural, in the Arab region sectarianism
-amplified by historical legacies and instrumentalization- stems less
from sects per se than from politicized identities that harden difference
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into exclusion, fuel polarization, obstruct coexistence, and subordinate
national interests.

3. The Libyan Crisis Amid Tribal Fragmentation

Since 2011, lacking a unifying center, Libya’s deepening tribal
cleavages have splintered state and society and obstructed stabilization
and reconstruction.

3.1. The Tribal Composition of Libya

Libya is not homogeneous: a ~90% Arab, Sunni-Maliki majority
coexists with minorities - Amazigh (~6%, mainly Nafusa/western coast),
Tebu (~3%, far south incl. Ouzu, Qatrun, Kufra, Ghadames) 2%, Tuareg
(~1%, Saharan borderlands with Chad/Niger/Algeria/Mali) plus a small
Ibadi community; sectarian—ideological cleavages have been limited,
and the Jewish and Italian communities largely departed in 1967 and
197022, The tribal field is anchored by Warfalla, Qadhadhfa, and
Magarha, alongside southern Tuareg confederations and Zintan—
configurations that sustain pluralism despite broad Arab-Sunni
alignment.

Fig.1. Libya’s Tribal Configuration and Ethnolinguistic Distribution
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Source: Angelo Benuzzi; Talking About Libya, obtained from:
https://angelobenuzzi.wordpress.com/talking-about-libya

3.2. The Libyan Crisis

It is important to note that Security Council Resolution 1973
primarily called for the establishment of a no-fly zone over Libya, with
the stated objective of providing aerial protection for civilians in
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response to the Gaddafi regime's excessive use of force against
protesters®,

Protests on 17 February 2011 quickly escalated into armed
confrontation, drawing external actors and prompting a recalibration by
international and regional institutions?*. Under UNSC Resolutions 1970
and 1973, NATO launched operations on 19 March 2011, with
Resolution 1973 authorizing a no-fly zone ostensibly to protect civilians
from regime violence®. Despite elections in 2012—2014, profound state
fragility -indeed, state absence- has obstructed democratic consolidation,
fueling fragmentation and deepening chaos. Libya thus poses urgent
questions about the sequencing and interdependence of democratization
and state-building?,

4. Tribalism, Regionalism, and the Spoils Logic - The Triad of
Division in Libya

Libya’s post-2011 trajectory is shaped by a durable triad -tribalism,
regionalism, and spoils-driven resource competition- that embeds
authority in solidarities, hardens territorial cleavages, and fuels
patronage, obstructing state reconstruction and stability; this chapter
maps its historical and contemporary roots, mechanisms, and
implications for reconciliation and an inclusive state.

4.1. The Political Instrumentalization of Tribalism in Libya

Tribalism is foundational to Libya’s polity: over a hundred tribes
shape authority and mobilization, and -per Sanussi al-Fitouri- tribal
allegiance is integral; since 1977, People’s Congresses/Popular
Committees further entrenched tribes as a de facto national umbrella,
with regimes systematically leveraging tribal leadership networks.
While the 1969 al-Fateh Revolution is often blamed for reviving tribal
alliances, the party ban dates to King Idris (1952); Gaddafi then
dismantled remaining organizations, installing Revolutionary
Committees and Popular Congresses that preserved and politically
instrumentalized tribal structures to serve regime interests?’.
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Across the monarchy, Jamahiriya, and post-2011 orders, Libyan
regimes instrumentalized tribal structures allying with major tribes?,
using affiliations to manage crises and suppress opposition, and
leveraging deep loyalties that also served as protection so that after 2011
grievances were reframed through tribal/ethnic identities, the security
collapse birthed tribe-branded militias, and retaliatory cycles akin to
inter-tribal feuds eroded national cohesion.

4.2. The Negative Impact of Tribalism on Resolving the Libyan Crisis

In Libya, tribes are agile political actors -instrumentalized under
Gaddafi and, post-2011, recast as security sanctuaries and quasi-
autonomous providers of order. They can check extremism, but parochial
loyalties and customary justice impede state-building, entrench conflict
and contest legitimacy, stalling a consensual transition. Tribal and
regional allegiances continue to play divisive and destabilizing roles in
the absence of robust national consciousness and institutional
foundations necessary for state-building. Meanwhile, the logic of spoils
and resource competition dominates Libya's internal political scene®.

Skhirat’s quota-based power sharing and Libya’s inclusive
electoral engineering (2012 party ban, hybrid system, high independents)
widened participation but entrenched subnational identities and
empowered tribal notables, undermining the consolidation of a unified,
institution-based state®. Petrov argues that Warfalla, Tuareg, and Tebu
amassed coercive power and seized local resources -substituting for the
absent state and stoking conflicts such as Ubari (2014)- while aligning
with eastern or western coalitions to secure rents. This fragmentation
pushed factions toward external patrons, enabling foreign powers to
exploit socio-cultural cleavages and prolong the crisis despite Algerian-
led reconciliation efforts 3L,
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5. Conclusion

Tribal diversity has long been a defining feature of Libyan society.
However, the core issue does not lie in the mere existence of this social
and ethnic mosaic, but rather in the tribal structure's persistent inability
to coalesce into a unified national framework, nor to successfully
transition from a tribal entity to a modern state. This failure has
exacerbated Libya's social fragility and deepened the problem of
fragmented loyalties, ultimately creating a conducive environment for
foreign interventions and divisive agendas.

In light of this, it is imperative for Libya's political and security
elites to overcome the destructive structural and tribal imbalances by
prioritizing the national interest, which must be embodied through state
institutions. The future of state-building efforts and the restoration of
security are fundamentally linked to the new leadership's ability to
construct an inclusive national project - one that unites Libya's diverse
factions and strategically incorporates tribal components in a way that
serves the country's transitional needs.

By channeling strong intra-tribal loyalties and normative codes
into rule-of-law frameworks, Libya can convert tribal influence from a
centrifugal force into democratic and institutional capital, easing the
transition beyond polarization and anchoring cohesion in a modern,
unified state.
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