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Introduction
Libya is a Maghreb country, situated in North Africa, between Tunisia and
Algeria to the west and Egypt to the east. Its population was 6 549 402 in 2018, of
which 50.4 % were men and 49.6 % women1. In 2015, the three age groups (20-24,
25-29 and 30-34 years) comprised 1 685 303 inhabitants, of which 836 778 were
women 2. It is a country with a high proportion of young people3. Its main cities are
Tripoli (the capital), Benghazi, Misrata and El Beida .
Due to the country’s geographical location, around 85 % of the population
live in urban areas. Libyans are mainly Sunni Muslims. In the 1980s4, Libya came
into conflict with the United States of America and was regarded as enemy number
two after Iran. Throughout the 1990s, accusations were made about the country and
its responsibility for terrorist acts. During the years of General Gaddafi’s reign, there
was a political split between society and the State.
Libya experienced significant economic difficulties during the embargo. The
economic situation became extremely precarious. Eight years ‘after the first uprisings
in Libya and the fall of Muammar Gaddafi, the country’s economic governance is still
problematic. In particular, political and territorial divisions pose a real problem in
terms of managing public policies (especially economic policies) and ensuring
effective delivery of public services, and also in terms of implementing the budget
and future reforms’5.
The establishment of a government of national unity has failed to prevent the
collapse of the education and health systems and the destabilisation of the oil export
market. This is due to the existence of several rival groups. Tribalism, smuggling,
arms trafficking and Islamic extremism have all therefore proliferated and developed
in a chaotic manner in this failed State. Following the rise of the ‘al-Qaeda and
1

Source: https://www.populationdata.net/pays/libye/
See the annexed age pyramid.
Source: World Bank. Link:
http://perspective.usherbrooke.ca/bilan/servlet/BMPagePyramide?codePays=LBY&annee=2015
3 See the age pyramid in Annex 1.
4
Libya was placed under embargo. In January 1986, President Reagan announced that all relations with Libya
had been broken off.
5 Indicateurs et conjoncture, article published on the internet by the Ministry of the Economy and Finance, French
Republic, 28 July 2018: https://www.tresor.economie.gouv.fr/Pays/LY/indicateurs-et-conjoncture
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Daesh’ Islamic groups in the country, radicalisation has increased with an ensuing
loss of values, which has resulted in more violence and terrorist acts. In this chaos,
young Libyans are struggling to get their voices heard. This youth, which is a very
specific category ‘with unclear boundaries’6, has been little studied in Libya. Little
information is available on its particular characteristics, ambitions, difficulties,
perceptions and social views, although it is regarded as a force for social change.
Funded by France Télévisions and launched in France in 2013-20147, the
‘Generation What?’ project, through its local partners in Libya and its platform
incorporating videos in response to a questionnaire published on the internet, allows
the perceptions and social and cultural views of a Libyan youth in a struggling
country to be studied.

Methodological approach
The Generation What? research project has targeted eight Arab countries in
addition to the European countries. It is a psychosociological and sociocultural study
of Libya and more particularly young Libyans. An online questionnaire8 involving
150 questions was launched on the project website and ‘20 young people were
filmed answering the questionnaire. Their compiled responses are available on the
website in the form of video modules lasting 4 to 10 minutes’9.
There were 230 respondents to the Libyan questionnaire and 20 videos
were filmed. The quantitative sample does not claim to be statistically representative.
However, the young participants in the questionnaire and those filmed were chosen
to represent the diversity of existing profiles as far as possible. That is why it was
decided to examine the results using a mixed methodological approach comprising
6

Olivier Galland, Sociologie de la jeunesse, 6th ed., Armand Colin, Paris, 2017.
The project is coordinated by Yami 2 and Upian (the two production companies that created the concept). It has
been rolled out in Europe in 15 countries and involves 19 broadcasters. The European part has been coordinated
by the European Broadcasting Union (EBU). For further information, see the project presentation document.
8 The contents of the questionnaire correspond to the realities in each geographical area. They cover all the fields
needed to paint a picture, including relationships between young people and their families, society, work,
transition to adulthood, love, the future, national and cultural identity, view of the world and more. See the project
presentation document.
9 See the project presentation document.
7
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an exploratory quantitative analysis based on the questionnaire responses and a
qualitative analysis based on the video content.
The Content Analysis 10 carried out to analyse the videos involved
transcribing the qualitative data, coding the information gathered and processing
everything. This method aims to report the words of the interviewees as objectively
and reliably as possible. BERELSON (1952)11, its creator, defines this method as ‘a
research technique for the objective, systematic, and quantitative description of the
manifest content of communication’.
Clearly, the sample in this research is modest and cannot be regarded as
representative of young people in Libya. This is not a disadvantage in itself, as the
choice of methodology for this report helps to provide an overview of the profiles
interviewed. This choice is based on several factors. The methodology is validated by
the nature of the questions and the research objectives, and also by the available
data and representativeness of the profiles interviewed. The mixed method, which
compiles the quantitative and qualitative data gathered, can improve the reliability of
the results and validity of the findings and ensure an in-depth understanding of the
profiles analysed.

10

Content analysis is the most common method for studying interviews or qualitative observations according to
Krippendorff. See K. Krippendorff, Content Analysis: An Introduction to Its Methodology, 2nd edition, Sage
Publications, Thousand Oaks, CA, 2003.
11 See B. BERELSON, Content Analysis in Communication Research, The Free Press, 1952.
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I-

Who am I? Me and others
The Generation What? questionnaire allows young Libyans to talk about their

future, their relationship with others, their perceptions and their social views.
Numerous pictures and many stereotypes are unveiled. The young people
interviewed represent individual portraits and are simply the result of the influence of
their social environment. Their image of themselves is a social construction
integrating the values of the society to which they belong. This self-image is also
defined as a counterpoint to the picture painted by others. It is the template for their
individual identity.
At the root of the concept of identity is the question of ‘who am I?’. This is
the key point in Oedipus Rex by Sophocles: ‘the whole tragedy revolves around the
anguished assertion by Oedipus: I know who I am. The key element in both social
and individual terms is – at the same time as a demand for knowledge or selfrecognition – the feeling of physical, psychological and moral belonging to a
category, group or community. Yet this belonging makes sense only in relation to
otherness. Each person is reflected in another’s mirror. You are always someone’s
other. Without otherness, there is no identity’ 12. The young Libyans have responded
to a questionnaire asking closed questions. However, many of these also allow their
profiles to be defined. The discussions among young people in the question/answer
videos allow their gestures and expressions to be observed. The words chosen to
explain their points of view are important in differentiating the image of Self from a
common Us (young Libyans).

1. Behaviour and the social construction of identity
Firstly, we note an assertion of identity with, and an unfailing belonging to,
religion. Islam is an important frame of reference for those interviewed. Several
responses are full of religious words such as ‘harâm/illicit’13, which is a fundamental
principle of Islam. This term designates something forbidden or illicit. By illicit we
mean something that it is forbidden by Law/Fiqh or Sharia. ‘These things are decreed
as illicit not only by God and his Prophet, but also by the Ulemas who, over time and
Françoise Bédarida, ‘Identité nationale et image de l’autre’, article published in Mélange de l’école française de
Rome, 2002, p. 40.
13 See video 19; response to the question on alcohol.
12
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still nowadays, have determined the lawfulness or unlawfulness of such food or
practices in this world’14. This is what the social imagination has accepted because,
in the Koran, harâm is associated with sanctification or something that should not be
touched. As human life is sacred, everything that can harm health is to be avoided.
One of the interviewees retorts in this respect: ‘alcohol is bad for the health; it should
be avoided’15.

Q1 and Q2, V19

Significant filmed responses
M

Responses to the questionnaire
F
108 responses

Drinking alcohol

Against my personal values.

It’s a personal freedom.

It’s against my Islamic values. It’s
forbidden in Islam.

Alcohol is bad for the health; it should
be avoided.

I don’t mind others doing it.

It’s against my personal values.

Yes, of course, I don’t care if
someone’s drinking it.

It’s forbidden in Islam, but I don’t mind
others doing it.
It doesn’t bother me if it doesn’t affect
me.

Harâm, completely forbidden.
It destroys young people.

It’s a personal matter for others; if it
involved a member of my family, I
would be concerned.
Drugs are an illness. They’re really
dangerous and so are not in line with
religion, morality or health.

Taking drugs

Among the 108 respondents to the question on drinking alcohol, 58 %
consider that drinking alcohol is against their personal values and only 14 % of
those questioned regard alcohol as a treat. 28 % say that it is not their thing, but
they are not opposed to other people drinking it. For the question on taking drugs,
77 % of those questioned say that this is against their values. The responses are the
same for both drugs and alcohol.
The young women interviewed accept that people can drink alcohol. This is
not the case with men. This is significant and confirms the following theory: women
generally tend to tolerate certain behaviour regarded as male in society. Drinking
alcohol is a male behaviour par excellence in Arab-Muslim societies. It is fairly well
accepted that men drink alcohol. As for taking drugs, those interviewed almost

14

Website: https://www.alajami.fr/index.php/2018/01/24/2-le-haram-les-tabous-selon-le-coran-et-en-islam-almuharramat/
15 See video 19; response to the question on alcohol.
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categorically reject this, with some even describing drugs as a ‘serious illness or a
destroyer of youth’16. Only 7 % regard drugs as a source of pleasure.
This behaviour is simply the reflection of a social imagination and culture
forbidding the consumption of alcohol and drugs, which are regarded as sins. They
are harâm, something that the Good Lord does not tolerate. This rejection is
expressed in a dramatic and exaggerated fashion when it comes to homosexuality.
All those interviewed regard homosexuality as shocking. Some of them use
derogatory words and gestures to express their rejection of a natural reality: ‘it is
disgusting and against nature’17 they reply. Among the responses to this subject, the
word harâm is used and the religious frame of reference is very evident.
Young Libyans are still a long way from recognising homosexuality as a
sexual identity and an orientation to be respected. The refusal to answer the question
on homosexuality confirms this interpretation. Moreover, the bodily expressions of
those interviewed illustrate their rejection and repulsion. Although they implicitly
recognise its existence, this subject remains taboo. The most significant replies are:
‘It is absolutely shocking and completely unacceptable … God knows what he allows;
it is against nature’18. These responses show a lack of tolerance and respect for
private life. Young people have internalised a conservative and conformist culture.
Conformism ‘means the process of social influence through which a person
is prompted to align his or her own perceptions, beliefs or conduct with those of a
group of other people’19. The young Libyans respond in accordance with the
expectations of their society. Piercing, which is a female practice in Arab countries, is
tolerated only for ears and for women 20. Although it is an aesthetic procedure, it is not
accepted on other parts of the body. It is totally rejected for men. The origin of this
rejection is religious as it is associated with a hadith 21 of the Prophet Muhammad
who said: ‘God curses those who compare themselves with women’ 22. In Ancient
Egypt, piercing served as a social marker. Gold earrings were therefore reserved for
16

See video 19, question 2.
Video 16, question 3.
18 Ibid.
19 Michaël Dambrun,
Michel Chambon, ‘CONFORMISME (psychologie)’, Encyclopædia Universalis [online],
consulted on 18 January 2019. URL: http://www.universalis.fr/encyclopedie/conformisme-psychologie/
20
All the responses of the male interviewees reject piercing. As for women, piercing is limited to the ears.
21 The hadiths are accounts, told and transmitted orally, of the words of the Prophet Muhammad. Their reliability
depends on the quality of the identification of the various oral transmitters.
22 Op. cit. Video 16.
17
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the upper social classes. This practice has since changed and no longer has the
same meaning.

Tattooing is a Berber tradition in the Arab Maghreb countries. It is now
outlawed and regarded as a satanic act resulting in the curse of God and preventing
ablutions. It is therefore prohibited, because it makes changes to a body created by
Allah/God. The expression ‘changing the creation of Allah’ is linked with tattooing as
a result of the hadiths of the Prophet.

Q1, V3

Filmed responses
M

Responses to the questionnaire
F
108 responses

Have you got any
tattoos?

I would never do that.

Not yet, but I would like to have one.

I would never have one; it’s against
our religion.
Harâm (forbidden)

No and I would never have one.

21 Generation What - The Arab world

I will never have one; it’s inacceptable
and harâm (forbidden).

I don’t have any yet.
I would never have one.

Have you got any
body piercings?

No, if we had such piercings as men,
we would resemble women and
generally no one wants to resemble a
woman.

In our society, a woman will never have
one. As far as I’m concerned, I would
never have one either.
The only piercings that are acceptable
in our society are earrings. Therefore
it’s unacceptable as far as I’m
concerned.

The most common response among the interviewees to the two questions
concerning tattooing and piercing was ‘I would never do that’ 23. 76 % of
108 respondents categorically reject tattooing and 70 % of 115 respondents reject
piercing. This does not mean that there aren’t young people who are fans of these
practices. The percentage varies between 2 % and 4 % and, although this
percentage is low, it shows that young people are daring to oppose traditions and
social norms. These responses reflect a type of behaviour and attitude towards the

23

Video 2, question 3.
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social and cultural nature of the processes for constructing the personality and
identity of the young interviewees.
Society imposes its rules on individuals. Socialisation is simply about
learning how to live in society. There is a balance to be found between what
Durkheim calls ‘the individual being and the social being’. This is a form of social
modelling that the individual applies to his or her attitudes and behaviour in order to
fit in. Every behaviour that is not in line with the accepted morals and norms is
reprehensible. For example, the interviewees reject the situation of a guy whistling at
girls in the street. In their opinion, it is indecent and unacceptable behaviour. The
same rejection is observed in the situation where a person in a relationship flirts with
someone else.
Whistling at girls in the street24

Out of 110 respondents, whistling at girls in the street is regarded as
shocking behaviour by 95 % of those questioned, with 5 % not seeing anything
wrong in this. This means that the accepted morals and social norms have largely
been internalised. In these responses, there is a difference between ‘me’ and ‘I’. ‘Me’
refers to thoughts that are in line with the group representing all the attitudes with
which young people comply, whereas ‘I’ refers to individuality and individualisation.
This ‘I’ is present in the non-conformist responses expressing individual and specific
attitudes.

2. Self-image: an individual identity under construction
Individual identity is all the particular characteristics, roles and values that
the person has. It is a dialectic between the individual and the social. Each individual
24

Video 6, question 2.
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is characterised by social traits indicating his or her membership of groups or
categories, and by personal traits and attributes more specific to the individual. In
short, ‘personal identity is making yourself resemble yourself and different from
others’25. For Erikson, ‘identity exists only through the feeling of identity’ 26.
This feeling is based on a series of feelings and processes: the subjective
feeling of personal unity; the feeling of temporal continuity; ‘the feeling of
emotional participation; the feeling of difference; the feeling of ontological confidence;
the feeling of independence; the feeling of self-control; processes of evaluation
compared with others; processes of integration of values and identification’27.
To identify the characteristics of self-image, this part is based on the responses
regarded as conveying a subjective identity message. The survey invited young
people to give their opinion on three quotations/sayings. The first quotation concerns
the relationship with success, the second explains a method of relational behaviour
and the third expresses the need to be supported.
Where there's a will, there's a way is one of the important messages.
Among other things, it means succeeding through willpower and determination.
Q1, V13

Filmed responses
M

Where there’s a will,
there’s a way

I agree
I agree because everyone should
appreciate their abilities: an explanation
involving a Koranic verse.
Of course.
I very much agree + if you strive, you
will succeed.
I believe in this saying; for me, failure is
the first step to success. We learn from
our failures.

Responses to the questionnaire
F

Of course I agree.
108 responses
Of course I agree, but it also
depends on the person and their
character.
If you really want something, it can
happen. Losers and slackers don’t
get
what
they
want.
You must have some willpower,
which means ‘if you want, you can’.

The filmed respondents confirm that willpower and perseverance are the
source of success. 85 % of the 108 respondents ‘agree’ with the following saying:
Where there’s a will, there’s a way. Some of the interviewees stress ‘that it is all to do
with the characteristics of each person’28. Only ‘loafers and slackers will not
J.-C. Deschamps and T. Devos, ‘Les relations entre identité individuelle et collective ou comment la similitude
et la différence peuvent covarier’, in J.-C. Deschamps, J.-F. Morales, D. Paez, S. Worchel, L’identité sociale. La
construction de l’individu dans les relations entre groupes, PUG, Grenoble, 1999, p. 152.
26
Alex Mucchielli, ‘L’identité individuelle et les contextualisations de soi’, in Le Philosophoire, 2015/1 (n° 43),
pp. 101-114, made available online on Cairn.info on 12 May 2015: https://doi.org/10.3917/phoir.043.0101
27 Op. cit.
28 Video 13, question 1.
25
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succeed’29, according to one young interviewee. A second young person refers to a
Koranic verse to express his agreement and a third replies: ‘I believe in this saying;
for me, failure is the first step to success. We learn from our failures’ 30. Three
characteristics emerge from these three responses: I am different from the slackers, I
am a believer, and I am the product of my individual experience.
As for the second quotation, which says: ‘Either you take advantage of
people, or people take advantage of you’, 69 % (of the 108 respondents) do not
agree. Most of the responses of the interviewees reject the idea of taking advantage
of others: ‘it’s not good to take advantage of others; you must treat others fairly’ 31.
This rejection is connected with morals.

Q3, V13

Filmed responses
M

You can’t make it
through life without
some solidarity

Yes, I agree.
Of course, everyone helps you once or twice;
you can’t do it alone.
Of course, humans cannot live alone.

Responses to the questionnaire
F

I agree.
For me personally, I need to be helped.
I agree: you can’t succeed alone.

107 responses

I disagree: I can succeed on my own.
Of course, success cannot happen without
cooperation and solidarity.

All societies are based on the concept of solidarity, either mechanical or
organic, according to Durkheim, and this solidarity depends on the nature of each
society. The idea of solidarity has its roots in Arab-Muslim traditions. However, it is a
religious incitement. As Libya is a country based on tribalism, the concept of solidarity
is fundamental to it. It is a value expressing a contracted and binding link. What the
young people express also indicates a psychological need. Young people need to be
supported by their family and community. The need for solidarity is vital: 90 % of
interviewees consider that they cannot get through life without being supported.
Solidarity and the feeling of responsibility and dependence are reciprocal and
necessary.
In addition, the interviewees project images of ‘Self’ but, at the same time,
they express a social ‘We’. Their way of dressing, their gestures, their ways of
answering the questions and the exchanges between them in the videos show a self29

Ibid.
Ibid.
31 Video 13, question 2.
30
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image that has internalised the burden of a conservative society. The female
interviewees are all timid and serious and are wearing a veil. Some do not look at the
camera. All the interviewees, both male and female, look evasive. Two young men
keep their heads lowered throughout the interview.
Religious belief is important in Libyan society. The population is
Sunni/Malikite 32. It should be noted that there is a Christian minority living in Libya.
Christians have found life difficult since the chaos that gripped the country. Some in
the Christian community have subsequently left the country. A lack of tolerance
between religions has reined in the country. Setting aside this fact, the young Libyans
express an attachment to their religion, although 22 % of them do not associate
happiness with belief. This attachment to religion is visible in a large number of the
filmed responses. Religion is an important component of self-image.
Source: Observatoire de la Liberté Religieuse; 2018 report

Faiths in Libya

Generation What? responses

autres
1%

musulma
ns
99%

Islam – the state religion – and Sharia – Islamic law – forbid the sale of
alcohol in the country. Wearing of the veil is compulsory and widespread. Wearing of
the veil is regarded by 63 % of respondents as a matter of personal choice,
compared with 36 % who regard it as compulsory. Wearing the veil has become a
marker of Arab-Muslim identity. It is a social veil rather than a religious veil.

The Malikites are the most conservative among the four religious schools of thought (Malikism, Shafi’ism,
Hanbalism, Hanafism).
32

13

Opinions on wearing the veil

Opinions on the intervention of religious leaders in political life

Young Libyans, although generally conformist, are looking for both a
different existence and greater individual freedom. 78 % reject the intervention of
religious leaders in political matters. Some interviewees 33 demand separation
between religion and politics. This is highly significant. Religion has become a
conservative and frustrating burden that is preventing individual freedoms. This
debate was at the heart of the Arab Spring uprisings. Today it remains a hot topic
due to the Islamists entering power.

2.1.

Belonging to Libya and the Arab world

The Generation What? survey invited young Libyans to give their views on
their feeling of belonging to their country and the Arab world. Although attached to
their country, 16 % of the interviewees are not ready to defend their country in the
event of war. This result does not necessarily entail a lack of patriotism or a limited
feeling of belonging. It is explained by Libya’s current situation in which the war has
become a war of ‘everyone against everyone’, as explained by Hobbes in his book
Leviathan. Since Gaddafi’s fall from power, Libya has been experiencing an internal
and highly complex war. The interviewees who would volunteer make a distinction in
this respect. They would defend their country only if ‘the war was justified by the
country’s unity or against a foreign attack’ . One female interviewee adds: ‘as a
woman, and being honest, I would not defend my country’ . She would not defend her

33

Video 10, final question.
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country, not out of a lack of patriotism, but because she is a woman. This role is
attributed to men in the social imagination.
Attachment to one’s country or town of birth is a feeling experienced by all
human beings. It is a feeling of belonging, which is not just linked to the place of birth,
but which gradually develops over time. It is associated with customs, rituals, and
family and social ties. The feeling of belonging is also a need to achieve personal
fulfilment. Abraham Maslow identified this in his hierarchy of needs. As an individual,
there is a need to feel part of a group, family, country, etc. This feeling is connected
with the need for affection and love. It is one of the sources of self-fulfilment. Some
interviewees associate being happy with not living outside their country. Among the
respondents to the questionnaire, 58 % (compared with 43 %) express this view. This
means that it is difficult for the majority of those questioned to integrate socially
outside their country.
Respondents

Words have a meaning/weight
Could you be happy living outside Libya?

Young men

Of course not.
My country is dear to me, even if it oppresses
me.
We are happy living in our country, but, if there
was a chance of living abroad, yes, why not?

Views on immigration

I will leave one day; I’m not considering it at
the moment, but why not?
I will never leave.
If someone can have a life abroad, then why
not? The country could even benefit.
As far as I’m concerned, the first chance I
get, I will be off like the wind.
Really, live abroad! I wouldn’t dream of it, but
going and then coming back, yes, because I
don’t think I could live outside Libya.

Views on migrants

They should go home one day.
They are the modern way;
everyone should be able to
choose where to live.
A migrant is searching for a
better life.
They will be frustrated.
It doesn’t matter how long they
spend abroad, they should
return.

Young women

Of course not, it’s difficult to live abroad.
Happiness is not down to the place where you
live.

I will never leave.
To be honest, I will leave one day if the
situation gets even worse.
I will leave, but I will stay if things get better
here.
I will stay here as I’m not thinking of leaving.
Living abroad, no, but travelling to study, yes.
As far as I’m concerned, I will never leave;
my life is here; I cannot live outside Libya.
Why not, if there’s a chance to work abroad
and benefit from that.

It’s unacceptable not to return to
your country.
If you blame the country, but
you are to blame.
Yes, they have seen that their
lives were hard in their country,
so they left, but it’s not fair not to
return to your country.

Interviewees of both sexes also clearly state that they have never thought
about leaving their country. The other responses are more about returning to the
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country of origin in the event of immigration. They blame migrants who do not want to
return to their country.
Leaving their country is not a choice for most; it is an obligation to study or
work or to escape the difficult situation in the country. This is explained by a strong
internalised feeling of belonging that expresses a fundamental element of identity.
This identity combines the unique/personal with the multiple/group, where the
individual and the social are the source of the responses.
Examining the responses of the young Libyans reveals a pride in their Arab
origins. For 23 % of those interviewed, ‘being Arab’ is about flying the Arab flag,
whilst for 25 %, it is about sharing the same identity with other Arab countries. Only
13 % say that they could be part of a community transcending national borders. They
do not express any particular identification. They are ‘themselves” according to some
of those interviewed. These varied responses are simply the result of individual paths
and a specific perception of each other. In other words, it is the expression of a
unique self-image as an integral part of a ‘common We’.
Michel Delage considers that ‘identity lies at the interface between the
social space and the self-space. In the social space, certain invariances define
primary belongings, whilst secondary belongings introduce the possibility of change.
This implies a certain flexibility between the two types of belonging; it is the selfspace that permits this flexibility. The self-space is studied from a developmental
point of view. The way in which it is constructed in early interactions leads to four
fundamental elements being considered: body image, quality of attachments, gender,
parentage’34.
Feeling Arab

Belonging: unique and multiple

Michel Delage, ‘Identité et appartenance. Le systémicien à l’entrecroisement du personnel et de
l’interpersonnel dans les liens humains’, in Thérapie familiale, 2014/4 (Vol. 35), pp. 375-395, made available
online on Cairn.info on 11 March 2015: https://doi.org/10.3917/tf.144.0375
34
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The highest percentage is for belonging to their country. The feeling of
belonging to the Arab world is 77 % compared with 28 %. The most significant
responses of the filmed respondents are: ‘Islam first, Arabism second, my country
third, and then my city’; ‘I feel that I belong first of all to Libya, particularly Benghazi,
then to the Arab world and then to the world’ 35. The me identity is present in these
responses. Belonging to humanity, which is in some cases excluded and in other
cases mentioned at the bottom of the list, is synonymous with the differentiation
between path and identification. The construction of identity cannot be considered
outside its social and environmental roots, and cannot be conceived without the
distinction of individual paths.

35

See video 20.
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II-

Paths: entry into adulthood, work, school and
the future
Young

Libyans

define

the

entry

into

adulthood

as

a

mark

of

responsibility: ‘being adult is being responsible … Getting married and having
children’36. They do not understand the need to live alone in singledom. Leaving the
family home is envisaged only through marriage; living alone is totally prohibited for
women; ‘living outside my parents’ house is unacceptable in our community’ 37,
replies one female interviewee. Maturity and independence are associated with
marriage by all respondents of both sexes. In Arab-Muslim societies, family ties are
strong and even restrictive. The dominant culture is a community culture. The
individual is important only based on his or her belonging to a community/group or
tribe. In Arab countries where tribalism is one of the pillars of society’s organisation,
parental responsibility and looking after children are a constant of social life. Nothing
happens without their supervision and control. This explains the power instability
following the fall of Gaddafi.
‘In Libya, there are around 30 main tribes38 which oversee over 2 200 tribes
and family groups. Approximately 140 tribes extend beyond the Libyan territory,
particularly to Algeria and Egypt. The 30 main tribes represent nearly four and a half
million Libyans’39. This composition has marked the country, particularly since the fall
of Gaddafi’s regime. The tribal system is highly complex and its main feature is
closure. The extended family is the most common model, and marriage is still a
traditional marriage, where the choice of spouse, particularly for women, is a family
and tribal affair.
Socialisation in the Arab world does not generally encourage children’s
independence. What does this say, then, about a country founded and based on
tribal culture? Dependence is a fundamental and persistent aspect of life in tribal

36

See video 7, question 3.
Ibid.
38
The Libyan tribal system consists of the main tribes subdivided into groups of small tribes. Within this
framework, the main tribes oversee the smaller tribes based on their ethnic origin.
39 Hocine Chougui, La composition ethnique des tribus libyennes, article posted on the website of the
International Solidarity Movement on 1 March 2012.
37
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communities. ‘Being adult’ has little importance or meaning without marriage and
family stability. Work and material self-sufficiency do not allow a Libyan adult to be
released from his or her family constraints, to live alone or to be free to make his or
her own choices.
The responses from men and women differ on the question about the age
of 20. This age corresponds to entry into adulthood for the men interviewed. For the
women, their best age starts at 30 when they marry. In Libya, on average they marry
at 30, and men at 34. Women still have a lesser status in the social imagination until
they are married. Leaving their parents and starting marital life does not, however,
release them. They are ‘women’ and their bodies do not enjoy any freedom. The
female body is a social and not an individual body. It is synonymous with family
dignity and honour. This is a dominant social perception in the Arab world.

Some of the young men interviewed intend to leave the family home as
soon as they find a job; this is not the case for young women for the reasons
explained above. For other young men, being responsible for themselves and
meeting their needs do not necessarily mean leaving the family home, but rather
acquiring a new status within the family, whether extended or nuclear, linked with the
power of money.

Independence and finding yourself are the two most common responses for
both genders.
Q4, V7

Filmed responses
M

Responses to the questionnaire
F
114 responses

What does being an
adult today mean to
you?

Finding yourself is the priority.

Finding yourself and independence.

Independence and stability.
Independence
and
appropriate job.

finding

an

Finding yourself, leaving home and
having experiences.

Happiness is a subjective feeling of satisfaction. Associating success with
happiness is possible only by explaining what is understood by ‘being happy’. Some
of those interviewed did not limit themselves to a short answer. They explain the
feeling of being ‘happy’ as having a job, money and family stability. Others consider
19

getting a job as the main requirement in order to be successful and settle down. One
of the interviewees summarises ‘being happy’ as having a constant smile. He
expresses a ‘feeling’ that associates ‘being happy’ with ‘feeling happy’. Being happy
or successful in life can be understood only as the meeting of needs.

1. Work: what are their views?
1.1. Does work guarantee a comfortable life and recognition of yourself and
others?
According to most of the respondents, entering adulthood is also about
having a job to meet their needs. What is their perception of work and
unemployment? Having a job is a first step towards independence, but is it sufficient?
Asserting yourself to gain recognition and satisfaction is not always an
easy exercise. For the young people interviewed, having a job is the best way of
achieving a good social status. The most common response is: ‘work is a way of
earning money’. There is a parallel between money and entry into social life. Earning
money is ‘a way of improving your life, taking responsibility for yourself, etc.’ 40 Money
is vital for a decent life. However, if money becomes the main focus, this
impoverishes the human existence. 97 % of respondents regard money as
‘important’41 or even vital. The filmed interviewees use the word ‘more’ to explain
their desire to earn more money. This perception is significant and raises the
following question: is work the only way of earning money and acquiring a good
social status? This is particularly because Libya nowadays has smugglers engaging
in illegal work, such as selling arms and drugs, with the money being used to recruit
Jihadists.
This result on the importance of money in social life reveals the deep
aspirations of young people. Money is not only a way of guaranteeing a decent life,
but also a way of acquiring more power. In addition, some interviewees attribute
‘wealth’ with warlords. With this response, they are pointing the finger at the
nouveaux riches in Libyan society. With a high unemployment rate, particularly in a

40
41

Video 18, question 1. We note that the number of respondents to this question was 108.
Video 5, question 1.
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war period, the risk of deviation among young people becomes high. Earning money
then becomes an obsession.
Having studied the economic and social situation in Africa, the OECD and
the UNDP have called on the government in power in Libya to find solutions to the
problem of unemployment. Libya ‘will also have to confront the growing challenge of
youth unemployment, an obstacle that has been aggravated by the economic
diﬃculties created by the civil war. Libya has traditionally relied on the public sector
to create employment, a measure that has proved unsustainable. At the same time,
the country’s ineﬃcient private sector has been unable to compensate for the lack of
jobs. Despite the government’s eﬀorts to reform the private sector and create
opportunities by supporting entrepreneurs and small businesses, the ineﬃciencies of
Libya’s economy stand in the way of tangible improvements in the business
environment’42. Solving the unemployment problem is possible only through a public
policy integrating a social dimension. However, this is not achievable in times of war
and economic, social and political destabilisation.
Although work is important for the young people in the Generation
What? survey in Libya, it is not a source of fulfilment. In a closed society, talking
about fulfilment in the broad sense of the term produces only responses that deny
the joie de vivre associated with individual freedoms. The interviewees give
stereotypical responses associating joy and happiness with stability and living as a
family.
The comparison between the number of respondents to question 143 in
video 18 (116 respondents) and the responses to question 444 (70 respondents) in
video 5 illustrates the gap between the real and the imagination, in other words
between the perception of work in general and the link between money/pay received
and effort made and qualifications achieved.

42

African Economic Outlook 2012, report of the OECD, UNDP and UNECA.
Q 1: For you, work is mainly: a means of earning money or a source of personal fulfilment.
44 Q 4: Do you think the pay you are getting is in line with your qualifications?
43
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Video 18

For you, work is mainly a means of
earning

money

or

a

source

of

Do you think the pay you are getting is in
line with your qualifications?

Do you feel your efforts at work are
being rewarded?

70 responses

69 responses

personal fulfilment

116 responses

A mismatch between effort made and pay received can lead to a feeling
of injustice and lack of recognition. Work is a criterion of social recognition and its
absence causes a feeling of shame and guilt, particularly for young men regarded as
the future guardians of the family. Unemployment can therefore result in a
‘sometimes poisoned and sometimes revolted’ self-image.
The paths of young Libyans are clearly shaped by the traditional method of
socialisation in which school plays a role, in addition to the family, in transmitting
social norms. It also prepares young people for professional life. One question for the
young people surveyed by Generation What? concerns the effectiveness of this
preparation. Are the needs of the job market taken into account in the learning of
students?

1.2.

I take priority: unemployment and work
70 % of the young Libyans questioned do not want jobs to be reserved for

men in periods of high unemployment. However, 79 % would refuse to give jobs to
foreign nationals in a period of crisis. Equal opportunities between the sexes in terms
of getting a job does not extend to foreign nationals. This does not mean, however,
that the right of women to work has been internalised. Once again, the nationalist
and tribal culture prevails: ‘I against my brothers; I and my brothers against my
cousin; I and my brothers and my cousins against the world’. This saying forms the
essence of the core matrix of Arab tribalism. It results from attitudes and behaviours.
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Others/foreign nationals are accepted only for the advantage that can be
taken of them. They are invited only to fill a gap that exists. This is confirmed by
several interviewees: ‘it is preferable to call on foreign experts to train Libyans’ or ‘I
agree only to take advantage of their experience’45. These responses are simply the
reflection of a widely held social view, but this does not prevent some exceptions.
One interviewee considers that this is ‘unfair’. She adds: ‘I think that it’s unfair to
people who have lived in Libya for years, so I disagree’46.

V15: In periods of high unemployment, jobs should be reserved for Libyans. For men and V17

Equal opportunities is a view of equality that recognises the same
opportunities for all without discrimination based on gender, religion, ethnicity or
social standing. It implies that differences linked to origin are ignored . The portraits
painted by young Libyans, although varied, do not reveal a tendency towards
openness to human rights. They confirm stereotypical profiles that are the product of
a sectarian tribal culture.

2. From school to work: a search for recognition
School does not prepare young people sufficiently for the job market and
‘Libya’s education system inadequately prepares students to meet the demands of
the labour market, resulting in a negative return on education’47.

45

Video 15, question 1.
Video 15, question 1.
47 African Economic Outlook 2012, report of the OECD, UNDP and UNECA.
46
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Q2, V11

Filmed responses

Responses to the questionnaire

M

F

Yes, to a certain extent.
No, not really.
I don’t think that the educational
system is up to the job.
Not at all.
Yes, totally.

Yes, to a certain extent.
Not at all.
Studying and working are two different
things.
To a degree, yes.
Of course.
No, it does not prepare you for entering
the job market.

105 responses
The
educational
system prepares you
well for the job
market

21 Generation What - The Arab world

The opinions of the interviewees, although varied, show that young people think that
school does not prepare them for professional life. 46 % of respondents agree with
this opinion. Only 6 % consider that education prepares young people for the job
market. On comparing these responses with the degree of trust in school, the figures
are similar. Young people do not trust school: ‘nowadays we no longer trust it’ ; ‘at the
time, I trusted my teachers, but I don’t any longer’48, reply some of the filmed
respondents.
These criticisms of the educational system reveal a feeling of injustice:
‘sometimes it’s unfair’ retorts one interviewee, and her friend replies ‘our educational
system should be improved’. Furthermore, quite a large number of those interviewed
(27 %) consider that the educational system does not reward the deserving, with
44 % responding ‘not at all’. As for equal opportunities in terms of integration thanks
to school, the responses of the filmed respondents vary between total and partial
disagreement. Among the Generation What? Libya participants, 35 % answer ‘to a
certain degree’ and 31 % are not really convinced, compared with 23 % who are
totally convinced. 11 % consider that equal opportunities do not exist, even though
education is free in Libya.

On the funding of studies, the interviewees believe that this is the
responsibility of the State and family. Only two of the filmed respondents consider
that they should fund their studies themselves. One of these two lives abroad and is
working to complete his studies; the other lives in the capital having left his family in
Benghazi.

48

Video 15, question 5.
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Q4, V11

Filmed responses
M

Responses to the questionnaire
F
107 responses

Who should fund
studies?

The State and family (common
response).

I think both: State and family.
I think that higher education needs
to be funded by the State (a
demand).

Myself.
I have been living abroad for four
years to study.
Me; I study in the morning and
work in the afternoon. I live
abroad.

21 Generation What - The Arab world

Family has quite an important role.
Myself.
The State because it needs to build
the next generation.

In my view, it should be family.

The period of study is a period of personal development. During this period,
pupils and students learn, build their identity and create links with each other. These
relationships are based on the reciprocity between self-image and the image of
others. For that reason, ‘being respected’ or ‘being happy or unhappy’ are feelings
reflecting self-image and the view of others. Some young people define themselves
by their emotional and subjective feelings, by their relational perception or by both at
the same time. This is evidenced by the various filmed responses.

Q6, V11

Filmed responses
M

Responses to the questionnaire
F
89 responses

How did you feel at
school?

Happy.
Supported by my family.
Happy because, for me, studying is
the best thing.
Throughout my studies I had the
support of my parents.
Lonely and isolated.
Respected. Supported and happy.

It is a mixture of feelings between
being happy and respected.
21 Generation What - The Arab world
As far as I was concerned, I was
happy.
We were happy.
Yes, happy.
During my studies I was happy and I
had good relations with my teachers.

The words that draw the attention in these responses are: ‘lonely and
isolated’49. School is a space for sociability. Isolated children are generally struggling
children. Hence the question: how much importance does school place on children
who are suffering, anxious or isolated?

49

See video 11.
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3. Perception of life: looking to the future?
What does the future hold? What will tomorrow bring? Is it possible to
succeed in life? Is it possible to achieve your ambitions? These are questions that
can be asked when thinking about the future. This future is definitely not just the
product of the views or opinions of people who are introvert or extravert. Generation
What? invited young Libyans to answer a series of questions on their perception of
the future. The main question, which was quite provocative, was: ‘When looking at
your future, you would say you are?’ This question prompts the person asked to give
a view on his or her current situation, plans and fears.

The responses of the filmed interviewees do not differ from the responses
collected by the questionnaire. Four responses are offered to measure this
perception: ‘optimistic, very optimistic, pessimistic and very pessimistic’. 41 % and
43 % of respondents are optimistic or very optimistic and 2 % and 14 % are
pessimistic or very pessimistic out of 106 respondents. Although the number of
respondents to the questionnaire is low, it allows a certain degree of analysis to be
made. By combining these responses with the explanations given by the young
people interviewed on film, two trends emerge. The first is the reason for the
pessimism. The future is not clear to them. This shows a certain level of anxiety and
uncertainty. The second trend is to envisage a better future in all scenarios. Everyone
develops over time and can be master of their own destiny.

By combining these responses with those on the crisis situation that Libya
is experiencing, young people (25 % and 26 %) regard themselves as ‘masters of
their destiny’ 50, while others are more unsure. They partly feel ‘masters of their
destiny’. The only explanation that emerges from the filmed responses is that ‘God
can intervene in our destinies’51. Those questioned use words connected with morals:
‘good’, ‘bad’, ‘sin’ and ‘merit’. In Muslim culture, when something happens of
whatever nature, it is attributed to ‘al-qadr/destiny’. This means that it is God who
totally or partly directs humans. For believers, his teachings recorded in the Holy
Book must be observed.

50
51

See video 12, question 1.
Ibid.

26

Overall, do you feel like you’re the master of your destiny, that
you’re in control of your life?

When looking at your future, you would say you are …?

8 % and 9 % of respondents say that they cannot control their destiny and
so they have to go with whatever happens in their lives. This response can be viewed
in two ways: the first is connected with beliefs, and the second with the reality of life
in Libya in a period of civil war and with the nature of society. These are internalised
stereotypical images and reconstructed images based on their experiences and
interaction with the environment in which they live. This is a process of permanent
construction, deconstruction and reconstruction of their identity and self-image.
Knowing that perception is primarily the result of experience – by definition the
experienced space is the perceived space – how the individual lives in or uses the
environment and the way in which this is perceived cannot be separated.
83 % of young Libyans expect their children’s lives to be better, 11 % do
not think there will be any difference and only 6 % do not believe that their lives will
be better. These three points of view are linked to a common experience and
different subjective assessments. Perception can depend on the information or
knowledge previously stored in the memory. This means that young people
internalise images of the reality in all its social, economic and political dimensions.
This is a moving reality that involves blockages and uncertainties. It is also clear that
these responses are linked to a particular experience connected with their parents.
Seeing a rate of 76 % saying that their parents are concerned about their future can
engender a feeling of uncertainty and fear in the children. This is one interpretation
for understanding the responses received, although 70 % of respondents describe
their lives as ‘better than their parents’ lives’.
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Are your parents anxious about your
future?

For you, having a successful life
depends on …?

Compared to your parents’ lives, you feel that
your future is going to be …?

The concern expressed by parents is also linked with the specific situations
in which young people are living. For two young men, their parents are concerned
about them because they live far away (abroad and in the capital). For one young
woman, ‘parents are always concerned about their children, particularly in the case of
daughters’52. It is the case, as explained above, that daughters always remain the
responsibility of their parents until they are married. Even if they divorce, they must
return to their family with their children. They do not have the right to live alone in a
traditional society like Libya.

Furthermore, associating success in life with the feeling of happiness is a
very vague response. The feeling of happiness depends on what is understood by
‘being happy’. Being happy means living without any worries and setbacks. Knowing
the age of respondents would be a good indicator for understanding their reactions,
because the responses to the question indicated in the table are connected with the
age of the people questioned. For example, the oldest may be more worried if they
are looking for a job. For 29 % of the respondents, a successful life means ‘having a
family’ and, for 16 %, success is ‘having money’ without this being directly associated
with getting a job. For the filmed respondents, ‘being happy means completing my
studies’ and being successful in life is a series of successes: ‘acquiring skills, getting
a job, having money to ensure stability, and then getting married or building a new
house’53.

52
53

See video 2.
See video 5.
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III- Relationships and the connection with life:
differing views
1. Plans for their private lives or mixed choices
Generally speaking, youth is the time when a young person learns to develop
friendships and falls in love for the first time. During this period, young people start to
form links with people outside their family, which tests their relationship choices. A
fairly conformist picture emerges from the information collected by the Generation
What? questionnaire. Views are fairly traditional. Settling down and marrying is the
most

common

response

(72 %)54.

Marriage

is

even

regarded

as

‘a

religious obligation or a necessity for religious, psychological and social reasons’ 55,
according to some of the filmed respondents. There is an openness to the world
among women. Relationships outside marriage are strictly forbidden. In Libya,
‘Sharia and the heritage of the various Muslim fiqh (jurisprudence) schools used to
govern family law. To resolve any contradictions between the provisions of the latter,
Libya chose to favour the Malikite school in the final instance’ 56.
The family code from the time of General Gaddafi has been amended
several times to include some rights for women. Polygamy has remained
untouchable due to its roots in Sharia. ‘Civil’ marriage in Libya is the act recorded by
state authorities for formalisation reasons. Marriage remains traditional with the
‘sheikh’ (a religious man) being the main witness if he does not oversee signature of
the contract. Even in the time of Muammar Gaddafi, Sharia was the main source of
inspiration for all legislation in Libya. That is why the interviewees ask questions of
each other in order to understand the question asked on religious marriage. They
respond by connecting religious marriage with ‘Orfi or customary’ marriage, which is
a form of secret marriage without any public announcement. This type of marriage
still exists in several Arab countries, but is forbidden by law in Tunisia because it
54

Video 1, question 2.
Video 1, question 3.
56 Amel Al-Mabrouk Bouq’iqis, ‘Justice et condition féminine’, L’Année du Maghreb [online], III | 2007, made
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URL:
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forms a refuge for young Muslims who want to live with their sexuality without
committing a religious ‘sin’. According to the social imagination, this is a
‘halal/authorised by God’ marriage. This type of marriage has become more popular
since the revolution and with the emergence of Salafist movements in Tunisia, for
example, which prohibited it in 1956.
For Libyans, it is a normal practice authorised by Islamic law, with 55 % of
respondents rejecting its banning.
Opinions on marriage and involvement of the family

Opinions on future life

Opinions on Orfi marriage

Based on the responses, it is clear that young people insist on choosing
their spouse for themselves and having ‘the final word’ as they put it. This does not
prevent significant importance being placed on their family’s opinion. The choice of
‘spouse must be approved by the family. The family has its opinion’ 57, replies one
female interviewee. The responses of young men are different: ‘we can discuss it, but
love has the final word’; ‘I have my opinion, but I would not go against a complete
rejection by my family’; ‘the final decision is mine, it’s my life’ 58. Young women do not
tend to assert themselves in this way. The choice of spouse is not entirely a right for
women in Libya or in traditional societies in general. It is the parents who decide and
choose the spouse of their daughters. In this case, what about love, friendship and
romance?

Love is a very noble sentiment. This human sentiment is permitted only in
married life in Libyan society. Living a love story is possible only within a marriage.
Cohabitation or ‘being in a relationship’ is chastised by society, and even forbidden
and punishable. This does not prevent young people feeling that ‘being in a
57
58

See video 1.
Ibid.
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relationship’ is a vital and important thing (20 % and 23 %). 19 % of respondents
regard romance as ‘secondary’.
For you, being in a relationship is …

Could you be happy without love?

For you, being married without love is …?

The most significant responses of the filmed respondents are: ‘love can
exist between you and your family or your friends; it is not necessarily between a boy
and a girl’; ‘it’s not the most important thing in life’; ‘I don’t think it’s important or even
fairly important, but you need to find the best way to be in a relationship’ 59. The
question is sometimes avoided by the interviewees. Being in a relationship is a
search for love that some can find in their family or with their friends (according to
them), or a search for ‘the best way’ that may be just an Orfi or customary marriage.
This type of marriage, although permitted in Libya, is difficult to arrange. Libyan
society rejects mixing, except in limited cases, and the female world is separated
from the male world. Christiane Souriau has underlined that, ‘in France for example,
you cannot properly talk about a separate female society, because women are mostly
integrated in social groups, but this term can still be correctly used in the case of
Libya. There, the tradition of dissociation (infiçâl) between the world of men and that
of women (ar-Rijâl, an-Nisâ') has retained all its meaning and is generally applied.
Although the farming or nomadic way of life results in certain meetings and involves a
common path or work, there are still two vertically parallel societies in which men and
women, separately from each other, eat, meet, learn, pray and relax, in short living
separately for most of the time. Essential exchanges occur only according to a strict
code, with social pressure acting as a guarantor, and after much screening that is
carried out by people who specialise in this in a way: mediators of all kinds’ 60. These
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See video 8.
Christiane Souriau, ‘La société féminine en Libye’, in Revue de l'Occident musulman et de la Méditerranée,
n°6, 1969, pp. 127-155. DOI: https://doi.org/10.3406/remmm.1969.1011;
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mediators are the ones to bring families together. Generally speaking, they are older
women who get involved in the search for a spouse between two families. These
mediators are known as Katibaa and are intermediaries who find out about young
girls of an age to marry.

The need for love is omnipresent as 68 % say that they could not be happy
without love and 61 % do not want to marry without being in love. However, 31 %
consider that it is possible to marry without love. This confirms that, in Libyan society,
loopholes are possible. Meeting places are generally educational establishments and
souks, which are popular markets or open spaces for trade.
Faithfulness in a relationship is …

Someone in a relationship flirting with someone
else?

The family’s involvement in the marriage of their children and consensual
marriages arranged between families still dominate. This type of marriage can ‘fail’61
and ‘separation is very likely’ 62 according to several filmed respondents. For the
majority of respondents, love remains essential and they cannot imagine marrying
one day without being in love, except for one female interviewee who says: ‘I’ve
already experienced that’63.

It is clear that marriage is the most important institution in Libyan society.
50 % of young people regard it as reassuring. Marriage allows them to integrate into
society and is a source of happiness for 23 %. Marriage is a commitment for 18 %. It
is sacred to a degree and unfaithfulness is a sin. It is harshly punished where a
woman is involved. 82 % regard faithfulness as essential or even vital. It forms the
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See video 8.
Ibid.
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‘basis of married life’64 according to the majority interviewed. For 15 %, faithfulness is
not automatic.
Comparing the opinions on faithfulness with those on ‘when someone in a
relationship flirts with someone else’ confirms this extensive internalisation of
‘faithfulness’, as 89 % say that they would be bothered. The finding is the same for
the filmed respondents. With regard to dating sites, 53 % find them shocking
compared with 47 % who do not. The responses are very brief, except for two young
women who justify their responses by saying that ‘these are possible meeting places,
particularly as girls are forbidden to go out’65.

64

See video 8.
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2.
2.1.

Young people, their relationships and environment

Relationship with parents: horizontal or vertical?
Generally speaking, parents are proud of what their children achieve, with

90 % of respondents confirming this statement. There are always exceptions (10 %),
which may be due to the different expectations of the two sides. One of the
respondents finds it difficult as his parents do not support him, do not agree with his
decisions and regard him as ‘abnormal’. He feels obliged to fight to convince them.
As for the approval of the decisions of young people by their parents, 78 % say that
they are supported in their decisions. It is worth underlining that the support of
parents is vital. Can this support, confirmed by a majority of respondents, shed any
light on the formation of a horizontal relationship where dialogue is essential?
Talking about their romantic relationships with their parents is not
acceptable. Generally speaking, families prefer to discuss only ordinary subjects.
This is confirmed by the responses: 84 % (compared with 16 %) of respondents have
never done this. It is ‘hard and unacceptable in our community’ to talk about such
subjects, except in the case of a serious relationship that will lead to marriage. It is
possible to talk about such things ‘with your mother’65, clarifies one of the young
women

Do your parents let you live the life you want?

65

interviewed.

Are you Facebook friends with your parents?

Do you ever drink or smoke in front of
your parents?

See video 8.
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63 % of those questioned consider that their parents let them live the life
they want, in the case of sons. According to a few interviewees, although parents let
their children live alone, this is ‘subject to reasonable limits’ and ‘not with total
freedom’66. Furthermore, smoking in front of parents is strictly prohibited for 99 % of
respondents. This question causes the filmed respondents to burst out laughing. In
addition, only two women answer ‘no, and we have never done it; smoking is strictly
forbidden’, particularly for women. Smoking is frowned upon by society, which
considers that smokers are not respecting social norms.

However, this distant relationship with parents does not prevent 36 % of
respondents from being friends with their parents on Facebook. For the filmed
respondents, the majority do not have their parents on this social network and others
have even blocked members of their family on Facebook, because, according to
them, ‘Facebook is not a communication tool to be used with parents’ and they do not
want ‘to expose themselves in their presence’67. Some do not have their parents on
Facebook because they do not have an account, but hope to be able to add them as
a friend one day.
2.2.

Constraining environment
Young Libyans live in a society that does not encourage young people and

does not allow them to show what they are capable of. Older people treat young
people as subordinates. They crush them, ignore them and blame them. Most of the
filmed respondents regard older people as the source of their torment.
Q6, V13

Filmed responses
M

Does Libyan
society give
you
the
chance
to
show
what
you’re really
capable of?

No, of course
response)

F
In the past yes, but not now.
not

105 responses

(common

Nowadays, half support you and the
other half crush you.
Most crush you.

Responses to the questionnaire

No, Libyan society is currently
destroying my abilities, dreams and
ambitions.
Everything has been ruined because I
am part of Libyan society and also
because I’m a woman. Yes, there are
many obstacles.

Unfortunately not.
Being a woman means that you have to
fight harder.
No, I have to say that some women
cannot show what they’re really

66
67

See video 2.
Ibid.
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capable of because of society.

Women are more oppressed than men. Patriarchy reigns in Libya in all its
brutality and excess. Older people hold the reins on the social life of young people.
They do not allow them any freedom. Men oppress women and young men have the
right to control the lives of their sisters. 70 % of the 93 respondents are in favour of
controlling the outings and meetings of their sisters.
Previous generations are to blame for the problems the
youth has to face today

Filmed responses (common)

I agree because they have done wrong by us.
Yes, the obstacles facing young people today have been caused by previous
generations.
I pretty much agree.
I can say that previous generations are to blame for the problems that we face today.
They are the cause of our problems and woes.
Too many decisions have been taken by previous generations that are not in our
favour.

It is clear from the above table that young people hold previous generations
responsible for their problems. The relationship between young people and older
people is mostly confrontational. This is in line with the sometimes difficult
relationships with parents. Young people are experiencing social frustration. Forms of
entertainment are limited. The following table shows the responses on this subject:
Video games

TV

Music

Internet

Books

Video games are regarded as being for men rather than women. Being
happy without the internet, music, video games, reading books or watching television
is possible. The responses show that most of those questioned could be happy
without video games and without watching television. As for reading books, this
seems to be a good way of unwinding for 63 %.
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IV- Revolution and democracy: the broken dream
1. Democracy: a citizenship to be forged
The concept of CITIZENSHIP is a keyword in all democracies. It stems from
values of freedom and equality. Citizenship has a multidimensional aspect in which
the social, political and legal are linked, while encompassing social ideas, moral
values and institutions. In addition, there is ‘an effective dimension corresponding to
the translation into reality of the legal dimension of citizenship, i.e. the concrete and
empirically observable existence of the principles of statutory citizenship’ 68. This
statutory dimension, referred to as the legal dimension by J. Leca (1983),69
encompasses all the rights and duties of citizens. Generation What? Libya
questioned young people on their degree of citizenship and engagement. Being a
citizen is not just about having rights and duties. It is also about being independent
and capable of making your own choices. The exercise of citizenship implies respect
for the dual principle of freedom and equality on which modern democratic society
is founded.
Voting70 is the ABC of democratic practices and exercise of citizenship. A
high rate of abstention in elections is evident among youth today. This phenomenon
has been noted in all the Arab Spring countries. Young Libyans are not excluded
from this finding, despite 46 % of respondents regarding voting as a fundamental
right, 30 % as a national obligation and 25 % as a democratic illusion. Voting is
‘pointless; I’ve tried it twice, out of national duty, but it proved to be an illusion’ 71,
replies one interviewee. Another regards it as ‘a fundamental right for all and a
national obligation’ and concludes that, ‘during elections, we must participate and
vote because this is important for our country’ 72. These are two different attitudes: the
first represents a statement of failure and the second stresses the ‘obligation’ by
linking this with the country’s interest. However, this expression of ‘interest’ does not
really equate with the military engagement of young people. For 55 % of
Caroline Touraut, ‘Étude dynamique des rapports à la citoyenneté d’acteurs incarcérés’, Champ Pénal/Penal
Field [online], Vol. II | 2005, made available online on 24 February 2005, consulted on 1 January 2015. URL:
http://champpenal.revues.org/453; DOI: 10.4000/champpenal.453
69
F. Constant, La citoyenneté, coll. Clefs Politique, Montchrestien, Paris, 1998.
70 Voting was authorised for Libyan women in 1968.
71 See video 9, question 4.
72 Ibid.
68
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respondents, the State should not maintain a compulsory national military service for
everyone. Military service is regarded as a burden for the vast majority of young
people. That is why the interviewees favour the non-military option73.

1.1. Democratic culture is based on human rights
a. Equality, violence and injustice.
Democracy is not just about going to vote. It is based on civic principles,
practices and behaviour. The sociologist and political scientist Dominique Schnapper
explains in particular that ‘in addition to rights and duties, the term citizen also
characterises a political regime in which political legitimacy is based on civic
engagement. The citizen is not just an individual legal subject; he or she is also the
holder of some of the political sovereignty and it is citizens as a whole, forming a
political collective or a “community of citizens”, who, through elections, choose the
leaders and their method of governance’74. The right to vote has always been linked
with the democratic regime. It is a fundamental right, but its granting does not build a
democracy. This regime has always been called into question and is a topic of
discussion and reflection in the Arab Spring countries.
For most young Libyans (67 %), democracy is not regarded as the worst
form of government (versus 33 %). These opposing perceptions of democracy are
clearly linked to the disappointment felt since the civil war. The explanation comes
from the interviewees: ‘yes, it could be worse; in Libya we are a long way off
democracy’; democracy ‘needs educated people; we should be more educated’, and
‘after having suffered, I concluded that democracy was the worst thing’ 75. This is the
bitter feeling expressed by the filmed respondents. There is no doubt that this youth
was politically exploited during the 42 years of Gaddafi’s reign and then by the
atrocious civil war that followed. This youth, which was ‘not politically beholden to the
former regime, was humiliated and deprived of its most basic rights’ 76, with young
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It is noted that the people questioned did not reply to the following question: Compulsory national service
should be introduced with a non-military option.
74 See the article ‘citoyenneté’ in M. Arkoun, J.-P. Azema, E. Badinter et al., Guide républicain, Delagrave/CNDP,
2004, [online]: www2.cndp.fr/laicite/pdf/guideabecedaire.pdf
75 See video 6.
76 Moncef Oaunnes, Révolte et reconstruction en Libye : Le Roi et le Rebelle, Editions L’Harmattan, Paris, 2014,
p. 124.
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people today living through a depression. They hope for a democratic change, which
is taking a long time coming.
With a society closed in on itself, in which traditions have an oppressive
power, it is normal for 66 % of respondents to think that there is not too much
freedom. 33 %disagree. Freedom is scorned, and even ‘limited and restrained’77.
Two types of picture emerge from this finding: a ’strangled and cut-off generation’,
and a ‘conservative and conformist generation’. A change in mentality still seems a
long way off. Furthermore, on gender equality, 65 % of respondents confirm that the
country is far from achieving this. 70 % consider that, in periods of unemployment,
jobs should be reserved for men. This opinion is disputed by the young women
interviewed: ‘it’s a huge error’, they reply. Discrimination still exists in all patriarchal
countries. Although advances have been made in many countries in the Arab world,
the gap between laws and mentalities remains huge. As for the situation of Libyan
women, this remains complicated and worrying, particularly in a period of
destabilisation. Libyan women had certain rights under Gaddafi’s regime, but, as
stated by Simone de Beauvoir: ‘Never forget that a political, economic or religious
crisis will be enough to cast doubt on women’s rights. These rights will never be
vested. You’ll have to stay vigilant your whole life’. This is what happened in Libya
after the revolution, with those rights acquired being called into question. The Muslim
Brotherhood is behind these delays and setbacks. It should be underlined that the
right to contraception is very limited and abortion is forbidden.
In Libya, we’re still a long way from gender
equality

In periods of high unemployment, jobs should
be reserved for men

Your opinion on contraception

Opinions of young men:
Men have rights, and women too.
There are sometimes places where women
are not permitted to be.
Gender equality exists in Libya; there is no
difference.
Opinions of young women:
No, I disagree, there is not much equality;
equality does not exist in all respects.
Unlike you, I see it at all levels: political and

77

These words come from the interviewees. See video 9.
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social. Libyan women drive and work.
Perhaps I’m mistaken.
The recent instability has led to inequality in
Libya.

Opinions of young women:
I am against the use of the word ‘equality’ and
we should not talk about gender equality.

Opinions
of
young
women
on
contraception:
In my view, it’s an essential right. It’s a
personal freedom.

There’s still a long way to go.
I think there’s no answer in the current
situation.

Women are still treated as second-class citizens. The socialisation process is
resulting only in discrimination and inequality. The oppression of women is a rule in
traditional societies. They internalise imposed stereotypical images of their clearly
defined roles, which are particularly linked to private life. This is evidenced by the
response of one young female interviewee who refused to use the word ‘equality’.
Her thoughts and what she has learnt have convinced her that gender inequality is
normal. Among the young Libyan women filmed, some hope to bring about social
change and to be able to change the situation of women in the country.

Unlike gender inequality, social inequality between the rich and poor is better
recognised. 91 % of respondents confirm that the gap between rich and poor is
growing. This results in a feeling that there is a lack of social justice. The vast
majority (96 %) of young Libyans confirm the existence of injustice. This injustice is
experienced in ‘every home, every institution and the country’ 78 according to one
female interviewee. Young men do not really explain their responses, whilst young
women give more clarification, particularly on issues concerning them. Furthermore,
only young women talk about violence within the family by answering the question
intended to assess the perception of violence. They reply: ‘violence exists,
particularly in Libyan families; women are clearly mistreated and wives also’; ‘citizens
and employees are victims in times of war. We see violence everywhere in society’;
‘whilst weapons are commonplace, violence will be omnipresent’ 79. 95 % of those
questioned confirm the existence of violence.

Violence is experienced more by women and this phenomenon is trivialised
when it comes to violence in private. This finding paints a picture of oppressed young
women on the one hand, and, on the other hand, a picture of men proud of their
virility and their status as men. It should be underlined that Libya does not protect
78
79

See video 4, question 1.
See video 12, question 2, women’s responses.
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women from violence and there have been no laws protecting them since the former
regime. With the war and rise in terrorism, violence has got worse. Rape, for
example, ‘which is carried out “systematically” with regard to men and women, has
confirmed the division between tribes, which are themselves split into two opposing
camps’80 according to Moncef Ouannes81. Rape in a society like Libya, which is
deeply tribal and dominated by religious and patriarchal culture, is a serious offence
resulting in the attacker being condemned to death and in the victim suffering
stigmatisation and social violence.
The adoption of human rights for women is a subject that remains an object
of struggle and socialisation. As the culture of human rights is not taught or
cultivated, its internalisation in a country like Libya is an illusion, particularly in the
current chaos, but this is not preventing the hundreds of associations formed, despite
the war, from playing a role in propagating and spreading its principles.

2. Economic and political crisis: the exposed side of the revolution
2.1. An embarrassing political and social crisis
The political change that Libya went through between 17 February and
20 October 2011 was marked by its violence and was monopolised in the main by
radicalised Islamists. Libya is currently in the grip of several militia groups. The ruling
regime ‘held the money and controlled the violence … Libya is a country posing
significant strategic risks for itself, for regional order and particularly for its
neighbours. The “vacuum” is attractive to smugglers, the “mafia” and migrants in a
sea of weapons. In certain societies, a low demographic rate and extensive
geography encourage all kinds of illegal trade. Without trying to work out who won
the war in Libya, it should particularly be noted that the country is now unstable,
weakened and riddled with hatred between tribes, between regions, and especially
between armed militia groups’82. It is in this changing environment that the young
Libyans surveyed live. Their perception is simply the reflection of their daily life and
imagination. That is why 70 % of the respondents consider that the politicians ‘have
80

Moncef Ouannes, op. cit, p. 158.
A Tunisian sociologist who studied Libya.
82 Moncef Ouannes, op. cit, p. 48.
81
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no power’. This view is confirmed by one young interviewee: ‘yes, they no longer
have any power; all the power is in the hands of the militia’ 83. The other 30 % have
expressed a view that is not the majority view in a society experiencing constant
problems, where dirty money circulates uncontrollably. Furthermore, for them, the
world is ruled by money (93 %) and politicians are, according to a good majority,
corrupt (53 % all, 44 % some of them).

Do you trust in politics?

To you, the unity of Arab nations is …

Have you ever belonged to a political organisation?

It should be noted that the militias represent only their tribes. They act as
protectors and move around uncontrolled. Their relationships with the ruling power
are conflictual and disobedient, which may explain the lack of trust or little trust in
politics (60 % and 26 % have no trust at all). Young Libyans are not living under
normal conditions, hence the low level of membership of political organisations.
The political slogans that were widely chanted, such as the slogan for Arab
unity/union, no longer attract young people. 47 % of young people regard Arab unity
as an illusion. Democracy and Arab unity are only dreams that no longer prompt any
desire to get involved to achieve them. ‘In our society, I don’t trust politics or
politicians; the political quarrels and conflicts are disappointing people’, reply some
interviewees. A new social contract must be established between politicians and
society, and a solution must be found as quickly as possible to re-establish social
order.

83

See video 10.
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2.2. Terrorism and the global crisis: what perception?
The young Libyans who rebelled against the regime of General Gaddafi were
at the heart of the social uprising in Libya. They participated en masse, including
women, to encourage political and social change. These players are now
disappointed and do not plan to take part again in a similar movement.
Opinions on terrorism

For 92 %, terrorism is incompatible with Islamic values and, for 96 %, it is
reprehensible and goes against humanist values. Some of those interviewed defend
their Islam by saying: ‘there are also fanatics in western countries, which do not call
them terrorists, but rather criminals or mentally ill’. A picture of the deep
internalisation of religion emerges from the people filmed. There is not one criticism
or questioning of the relationship between violence and the Islam perceived by
fanatics. The views are deeply rooted in Arab-Muslim culture. In addition to the word
harâm, the word inch’allah is used to express a better future or even to judge an
existing situation. The pictures of young Libyans are pictures of a generation
searching for a ‘We’ that has experienced multiple divisions and defeats.

Despite everything, young Libyans remain optimistic to a certain degree.
They do not link the world economic crisis with the crisis in Libya. A significant
majority does not realise its impact. Other responses judge the situation in direct
relation to their personal situation: ‘being working class, we will be directly affected’,
they reply. As social life is based on solidarity, 52 % could live without money,
because happiness is not automatically connected with money; rather, it is linked with
settling down as a family.
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To what extent might the world economic
crisis affect your future?

Could you be happy with money problems?

Over the next 20 years, do you think
the level of development of Libya
will …

While there is life, there is hope; God will protect us’ is a very common
quotation in the Arab world, particularly in Libya. 71 % of respondents believe that
Libya could achieve a higher level of development. According to those questioned,
Libya will become a better country and will emerge from its crisis. Only 12 % are
pessimistic and do not envisage such development. ‘If the current situation persists, it
will get worse, but I hope that it will improve’, responds one interviewee.
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Conclusion: main features of the portraits of young
Libyans
The Generation What? survey has given a voice to an under-studied youth.
The young Libyans having responded to the questionnaire, either on the website or
by being filmed, did not want to answer certain questions. This confirms, once again,
a lack of openness in society. Based on the reactions in the videos, several
questions bothered the respondents. Asking questions about alcohol, cigarettes and
homosexuality, for example, is like taking a step into the forbidden.
Libyan society is controlled by traditions. Women are under the control of men.
Some rights acquired in the Gaddafi period have been called into question. With the
war and increased violence, from which they suffer, Libyan women have little
opportunity to meet and exchange. A job is not always a right in itself, even though
they demand it. Since the war, certain communities/tribes have banned women under
the age of 60 from travelling 84. This ban has been the subject of protests. The young
Libyan women interviewed are generally split equally between oppression and
rebellion. Some express themselves with far too much ‘earnestness’ and most
women are very timid, which is synonymous with the weight of tradition. As for young
men, they have not expressed a desire to change the traditions, although they hope
to take control of their destiny.
The various responses to the questionnaire, including the filmed responses,
paint a picture of a ‘We’ proud of belonging to Libya and the Arab world. Immigration
is not really on the agenda, but is envisaged in specific cases and to achieve certain
goals, such as studying. It is a hope for many of the respondents (both male and
female), but returning home is a condition. Faced with the current situation, young
Libyans have little trust in politics and the Arab Spring has simply worsened the
violence. This violence is questioned, but is at the root of the divisions between
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A decision was taken on 16 February 2017 by the military authorities in the east of the country to ban women
under the age of 60 from travelling abroad on their own without being accompanied by a male from the family. On
23 February 2017, Abdelrazzak Al-Naduri, chief of staff of the eastern region of Libya, ordered a temporary
suspension of the law banning Libyan women aged under 60 from travelling, but the possibility of a permanent
ban remains.
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tribes. The embarrassing crisis that Libya is experiencing has not killed all hope
among the respondents of seeing their country escape from its depression.
Clearly the tribal culture produces only conformist pictures of young men
and women. However, there is a trend towards openness to others/foreigners and
their culture. Furthermore, 49 % (compared with 51 %) consider that immigration can
enrich cultures. However, most feel that it is difficult to integrate in another culture.
They cannot imagine being able to live outside their country.
Civic culture remains limited and gender equality does not yet exist. The
concept of freedom is scorned, although a majority does not feel that there is ‘too
much’ freedom, despite the weight of tradition in the country. Getting involved in
order to change the future of the country seems complex. Young people feel
disappointed and even betrayed. The revolution has brought only massacres and
created violent splits between the various communities. Terrorism is increasingly
occurring. Aware of the damage, a large majority does not tolerate religious
extremism, but Libyans reject the idea of assimilating terrorism with Islam, which is
regarded as a source of peace and self-control.
Ultimately, Generation What? Libya is a tormented and oppressed
generation in search of balance. However, it is also rooted in its culture and firmly
attached to its country. It is also full of hope and ready to change its destiny to a
certain extent.
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