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“Only God Knows”: The Emergence of a Family Movement Against 
State Violence in Libya 

 

Amina Riad Zarrugh, Ph.D. 
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Supervisor:  Mounira M. Charrad 

 

This study investigates how individuals organize against state violence in the 

context of an authoritarian state through an examination of the development of the 

“Association of the Families of the Martyrs of the Abū Salīm Prison Massacre” in Libya. 

This association of families was formed in 2007 to seek knowledge of the whereabouts of 

forcibly disappeared and imprisoned relatives who are believed to be victims in a contested 

massacre at Abū Salīm Prison in 1996. For years, families visited the prison, bringing 

packages of food and clothing, in the hopes of visiting their disappeared relatives. Their 

persistence, from inquiring about their relatives’ whereabouts to eventually organizing 

public demonstrations, constituted an unprecedented public resistance to the regime of 

Mu‘amar Gaddafi, who ruled one of the world’s most repressive authoritarian systems for 

over forty years. Through interviews with members of the family association from both 

eastern and western regions of the country, I trace how the organization emerged through 

connections between families in Libya. This case illustrates how an important form of 

collective mobilization rests in the context of the family, for which I develop the term 

“family movements.” I argue that family movements, which can include mobilizations 

exclusively among mothers or can more broadly encompass mobilizations that draw on 

any relation of kinship, represent a significant mode of collective action in authoritarian 
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states cross-nationally. This analysis has implications for many sites, as for example in 

Latin America, where disappearance has been an integral strategy of state repression. 

Despite the power of forced disappearance as a mode of effacing political dissidence, the 

practice produces several unintended consequences. Namely, the absent body prevents 

families from experiencing closure, the ambiguity of which opens a space for the relatives 

left behind to mobilize. The uncertainty of death, and the protracted mourning process it 

induces, as well as the ongoing inquiries of the families sustain mobilization in a way that 

social movement scholars have not fully recognized. This study therefore contributes to 

our understandings of forced disappearance as a strategy of repression and explores the 

central role of the families in contesting this form of state violence. 
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Introduction 

 July 2003 – Tripoli, Libya. Through the haze of stale cigarette smoke in the narrow 

corridor of the jet bridge transporting me from the plane to the airport gate, I could not 

see the Libya promised me through years of nostalgic narratives recalled by my father. My 

father left Libya in 1978 after being involved in a student movement advocating for greater 

liberties and freedom of speech, one that would eventually be violently suppressed by the 

Libyan regime. He had only returned on a handful of occasions and it had been over twelve 

years since he had last been home. On that summer day in July 2003, the heat pierced 

through the accordion walls of the jet bridge, calling forth beads of sweat to join the others 

that had appeared on my dad’s brow as we traversed this long-awaited passage into 

Tripoli’s airport. This perspiration was a symptom of the anxiety that overwhelmed my dad 

the night before in a hotel on the small island of Malta south of Italy, where he, my brother, 

and I had spent the night before leaving for Tripoli the following day. As many children of 

diasporas can attest, the travel “home” is seldom linear.  While most airports invite their 

visitors through signage and advertisement, the gateway in Tripoli boasted figures in green 

military uniforms. It was more of a warning than a welcome. As we entered the hallway 

and veered into the corridor to await our turn in line at immigration control, a tall man 

approached us and embraced my father. It was my cousin, Usāma, who had made special 

arrangements to meet us in the airport, before immigration agents could process our 

passports. He was joined by some family in-laws, all of whom greeted us warmly amid 

curious stares from airport personnel.   
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We were invited to sit down in a small section of chairs just to the left of the 

immigration lines. One of our in-laws took our passports from my father. As he did so, I 

noticed my cousin grumbling. Usāma had arranged to have the passports processed 

separately since my father had been away for many years and might be viewed suspiciously 

by regime figures. Usāma had, as Libyans say, “a connection.” In this case, it was an 

authority figure at the airport who would take care of matters. Our in-law was apparently 

not following a pre-coordinated plan they had devised among themselves about who would 

handle the passports. In a nearby office, absent windows, a man emerged and called 

forward my dad to join him in the office. My brother and I looked at one another, unsure 

what to conclude about my dad’s disappearance into an unknown office. As we looked to 

our right, we observed a number of European men and women traverse immigration 

control, encountering little obstacle. The remaining passengers of our flight trickled in, 

their passports were stamped, and they were on their way downstairs to baggage claim. A 

brief lull in passenger traffic afforded immigration agents the opportunity to gossip about 

what we might be doing there. We waited. To our brief delight our dad emerged from the 

office but it was only a moment later that he was called back again. My brother and I 

exchanged nervous smiles with our cousin Usāma and our in-laws, whose collective 

concern seemed to be growing while my father was being taken to and from multiple 

offices. We waited. A fresh flight, one after the other, landed and new arrivals sailed 

through the immigration lines. After what seemed like an eternity, my father emerged from 

an office and was accompanied by a man who offered us our passports and permitted us 

to leave. Alongside the distress on my father’s face was also a sign of relief as we walked 
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downstairs to find our lonely bags circulating the luggage conveyer belt. I now understood 

the anxiety that had plagued my father in Malta during the past twenty-four hours and in 

the long decade before that: the airport was a place to which some people arrived and 

some never departed. 

 The experience of both witnessing the anxiety of my father and myself feeling the 

acute fear of losing him was an invaluable lesson in what it means to be a member of the 

diaspora, to be a dissident, and to be vulnerable to disappearance, a hallmark form state 

violence in Libya. Hundreds of Libyan citizens were forcibly disappeared by secret security 

forces over the course of several decades. While the reasons for their disappearances 

varied, what united them was the state’s attempt to violently curtail any potential forms of 

political dissidence. These disappearances and arrests left indelible impressions on those 

left behind. Parents and siblings mourned the absence of their relatives and entire 

neighborhoods were terrorized by security forces in pursuit of sympathizers. Even those, 

like my father, who escaped the regime’s reach were still, in another sense, disappeared 

from their families and communities for years at a time. Within this tense climate of distrust 

and insecurity, however, people still communicated, collaborated, and contested the state. 

How did individuals organize under this context of extreme state repression? What modes 

of connection did they forge to contest the state’s violence? This dissertation explores the 

process of forced disappearance of hundreds of Libyan men during the late 1980s and early 

1990s and their subsequent incarceration at Tripoli’s notorious Abū Salīm Prison. Through 

the lens of a contested prison killing of approximately 1270 prisoners in 1996, I investigate 

who was forcibly disappeared, why they were vulnerable to state violence, and how their 
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families continued searching for them long after they disappeared, eventually giving rise 

to an unprecedented social movement among families in the region of eastern Libya that 

demanded to know the fate of the disappeared sons, brothers, husbands, and fathers 

believed to have been killed at Abū Salīm Prison. 

 “ONLY GOD KNOWS”: TOWARDS A SOCIOLOGY OF FAMILY MOVEMENTS 

Nazīha Al-Qamra, originally from Benghāzī but having resided in Tripoli for 

several decades, lost four members of her family to state violence. Her maternal uncle, 

Ṣalāḥ, was arrested in 1973 and subsequently executed in 1979 while her paternal uncle, 

brother-in-law and brother were all disappeared in the 1980s. All are believed to be part of 

what has come to be known as the Abū Salīm Prison killing. Nazīha described to me how 

her sister has been unable to come to terms of the death of her husband even after he had 

been disappeared for years and she received a death certificate: 

You know, the majority say a massacre happened. [Nazīha clicks her tongue]. But 
my sister rejects it. ‘Never.’ She’s not convinced…you can’t tell her that her 
husband died. No matter what. When they told her he died, she would tell you ‘No.’ 
I mean, imagine it. Even when she got the death certificate, she would tell you ‘No.’ 
She still has hope… 

Nazīha implies that, for her sister, the receipt of the death certificate was not enough to 

convince her that her brother had died. The protracted sense of hope and longing produced 

by the act of disappearance is a key aspect of family sentiments following the 

disappearance of a son, brother, husband, or father (see Illustration 1). Forced 

disappearance is a unique form of state repression that suspends families in a liminal stage 

of unknowing. In cases of disappearance, families continued to believe that their loved one 

remains alive for many years, even if rumors and state documentation suggest otherwise. 
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In the Libyan case, families were denied information about their relatives for over two 

decades in some cases, which also meant that they deferred believing in the death of the 

relative for decades as well. As Nazīha states with regard to her sister, while the majority 

of people say that a massacre occurred, the implication is that many others cannot fully 

embrace the idea that their loved ones were victims of a brutal prison killing.  

The absent body makes disappearance a particularly pernicious form of state 

violence. By effacing the individual, the state also disappears the politics associated with 

him or her. Despite the power of this form of state repression, it also introduces several 

unintended consequences. Namely, the inability to confirm that someone has died and to 

hold a funeral in his or her honor extends for families the possibility that he or she may be 

alive and might one day return home. This possibility opens a space for families to inquire 

about their relatives’ whereabouts and to forge connections and familiarity with other 

families whose brothers, sons, husbands, and fathers were also forcibly disappeared. While 

Libyans frequently invoke the notion that “only God knows” what happened to their 

relatives, families are nevertheless relentless in pursuit of answers. In this dissertation, I 

question how the Libyan state forcibly disappeared people and how networks emerged to 

contest those disappearances. I argue that a series of unintended consequences introduced 

by forced disappearance facilitate the formation of coalitions of families who, despite a 

context of extreme state repression and an atmosphere of distrust, organize collectively to 

contest the state’s violence and demand to know the fates of their relatives. In this way, 

state repression and the social movements that develop to challenge it must be viewed 

together; the unintended consequences of the former open important opportunities to 
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mobilize the latter. Accordingly, I begin by providing an overview of both the practice of 

forced disappearance as a mode of state repression and the types of social movements that 

arise in response to the practice.  

 

 

Illustration 1: “We will not forget”: A memorial at Abū Salīm Prison. A poster featuring 

the colors of the contemporary flag, which suspended on a wall reads “The deceased, God 

willing. ‘Abd Al-Ḥarīm Khalīfa Al-Dūfānī. We will not forget victims of Abū Salīm 

Prison.” An interesting aspect of the poster is the statement “The deceased, with God’s 

permission,” as these terms are often not paired together in expressions of mourning or 

condolences. Source: Amina Zarrugh. 
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Key Questions and Debates 

State Violence and the Practice of Forced Disappearance 

In his Politics as a Vocation, Weber (1946 [1919]) defines the “use of physical 

force,” or violence, as the means most particular and peculiar to the state. For Weber, a 

state is “a human community that (successfully) claims the monopoly of the legitimate use 

of physical force within a given territory” (p. 78). Although, as Weber states, violence is 

“not the only means of the state,” violence and the state are intimately connected with one 

another. The connection between the state and violence is no more evident than in the case 

of state violence.  

Unlike warfare or colonialism, which is generally directed toward a population 

external to the polity, state violence represents the state’s enactment of violence inward 

toward citizens and residents of the state. State violence has a long history that many 

historians and sociologists date to the “Reign of Terror” during the French Revolution 

(Tilly 2004). Mamdani (2004) writes that the “French Revolution gave us terror, and it 

gave us a citizens’ army” (p. 3). There exist many forms and modes of state violence across 

multiple political contexts ranging from states that are ostensibly democratic to others that 

are unapologetically authoritarian.  

 Among the most frequently cited and discussed forms of state violence is genocide, 

a term that was invented by Raphael Lemkin, a Polish lawyer, in 1944 (Mann 2005). 

According to Harff and Gurr (1988), genocide refers to the “execution of policies by a state 

or its agents which result in the deaths of a substantial portion of a group” who are “defined 

primarily in terms of their communal characteristics, i.e., ethnicity, religion, or nationality” 
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(p. 360). Among the most emblematic of genocides in recent history was the Nazi-led and 

orchestrated mass arrests, imprisonment, and execution of millions of Jewish men and 

women as well as eastern Europeans across Europe during the early to mid-twentieth 

century. The Holocaust is a frequently invoked case of state violence and state terrorism1 

that was regarded as a watershed moment for new modes of state repression. Tilly (1995a) 

argues that state-sponsored killing increased within states across the world following 

World War II. In this way, state violence has become almost synonymous with the 

genocide in Nazi Germany (Walter 1964) and terrorism during this time was regarded as 

almost exclusively a characteristic of the state rather than non-state actors as the term often 

connotes now (Stampnitzky 2013). 

Though it is often invoked as a preeminent form of state violence, genocide is but 

one form of state repression. The targeted killing en masse of individuals regarded as 

oppositional to a given political system in power, which is called politicide, is another form 

of state violence that has been undertaken by multiple states across the world. Politicides, 

which Tilly (1995a) refers to as the “wholesale killing of populations identified by political 

affiliation,” are regarded as analytically distinct from genocides (Harff and Gurr 1988) 

Unlike the latter, politicides are characterized by the liquidation of political opponents and 

members who do not belong to the dominant political group or party. Harff and Gurr (1988) 

                                                
1 According to Krain (1997), state mass murder and state terrorism are each distinct phenomenon. State mass 
murder is the intentional killing of entire groups of a given population. In contrast, state terrorism is governed 
foremost by the state’s intention to instill fear in the population and does not necessarily require that large 
sectors of a given population be targeted for mass killing.  
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identify several different varieties of politicide including retributive, repressive, 

revolutionary, and repressive/hegemonial politicides. 

Although genocide and politicide are generally regarded as distinct phenomena, 

scholars concede that both genocide and politicide “are aimed at the physical destruction 

of parts or all of specific ethnic and political groups” and, occasionally, the individuals 

targeted in a politicide and genocide may be one in the same (Harff and Gurr 1988; p. 359). 

I extend this argument further to suggest that characteristics generally targeted by states 

for genocide, such as ethnicity, nationality, and religion, can also be important sources of 

stratification that denote different places in a hierarchy and have significant political 

meaning. These characteristics, therefore, often become key categories by which the state 

polices dissidence and enacts politicide. 

In addition, discussions of genocide and politicide focus most on the act of 

execution but less on the means by which it is undertaken. In many cases of state violence 

cross-nationally, a key mode of the violence is enforced disappearance2. The method of 

enforced disappearance has many characteristics that are distinct from other approaches to 

state violence, such as summary executions, forced starvation, or burnings, among others. 

The practice of forced disappearance remains an important method of state 

repression and is regarded as responsible for thousands of human rights violations cross-

nationally. According to Article 2 of the International Convention for the Protection of All 

Persons from Enforced Disappearance, (en)forced disappearance is “the arrest, detention, 

                                                
2 There are many terms used to refer to the practice of enforced disappearance including “forced 
disappearance” and simply “disappearance.” The strength of “(en)forced disappearance” is its emphasis on 
the top-down nature of disappearance. However, I use these terms interchangeably.  
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abduction or any other form of deprivation of liberty by agents of the State or by persons 

or groups acting with the authorization, support or acquiescence of the State, followed by 

a refusal to acknowledge the deprivation of liberty or by concealment of the fate or 

whereabouts of the disappeared person, which place such a person outside the protection 

of the law” (United Nations 2006). To date, the United Nations Working Group on 

Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances (UN WGEID), which was established in 1980, 

has processed 54,505 cases to over 104 governments during its tenure (Human Rights 

Council 2014).  

Although forced disappearance, like other forms of violence, is notoriously under-

reported, annual reports of the UN WGEID indicate that the practice prevails across 

political systems and regions of the world although the concentration of forced 

disappearance is higher in some regions than in others. The cases of disappearance in Latin 

America have been the most widely discussed cases among scholars (Scarpaci & Frazier 

1993; Burchianti 2004; Navarro 2004; Silber 2004). Across Argentina, Bolivia, Brazil, 

Chile, El Salvador, Guatemala, and Uruguay, among other states, political dissidents and 

oppositional figures were forcibly disappeared. Local security authorities and police 

abducted individuals from their homes, workplaces, or in the street and killed or confined 

them within unmarked and publically inaccessible detention centers. Families were 

generally not informed of their whereabouts and were not permitted news of their 

conditions. The emblematic and most frequently cited case of forced disappearance 

occurred in Argentina, where over 30,000 people were forcibly disappeared during what 

has been termed the “Dirty War” period of state-sponsored violence.  
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There is considerable scholarly focus on Latin American cases of forced 

disappearance. However, the region is only one among several geographic contexts in 

which forced disappearances have taken place (see Table 1). Forced disappearances have 

occurred across multiple countries in northern Europe (Aretxaga 1997), the Middle East 

(Abou Assi 2010; Chevalier-Watts 2010), Africa (Howell 2016; Schwarz 2002) and South 

and East Asia (de Alwis 2009; Shin 2015). In the Latin American context, those who were 

abducted became known as “desaparecidos” or “disappeared,” a termed first utilized by the 

Guatemalan press (Scarpaci & Frazier 1993). The term “disappeared” is now the official 

vocabulary used across political and geographic contexts. However, taking a critical 

approach to the term, “disappearance” risks implying passivity on the part of the individual 

who is forcibly disappeared; when it is said that someone is “disappeared,” the action is 

ascribed to the assailant rather than to the individual. Accordingly, the language of illegal 

abduction has also been used to account for disappearance though Gordon (2008) argues 

that the language of disappearance is important to understand the unique characteristics of 

this practice of state repression. In addition, the term does not necessarily speak to the way 

that the practice is named and conceptualized across other social contexts. In the Libyan 

context, individuals who are disappeared by the state are more often described collectively 

al-mafqūdīn or ‘the missing.” When families discuss individuals, they are occasionally 

described as being ghā’ib (absent) or having experienced ikhtifa (disappearance). Many 

other families now mobilize the religious and political language of martyrdom to describe 

disappeared men given the growing evidence to suggest that many likely died in a prison 

killing in 1996. While I use terms of disappearance throughout this dissertation to situate 
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the Libyan case within broader, global conversations of this type of repression, the range 

of terminology present in the Libyan case speaks to the specifics of forced disappearance 

across political and social contexts. 

This cross-national prevalence of state enforced disappearances raises important 

questions as to why enforced disappearance is such a preeminent mode of state repression, 

how it functions, and its intended consequences. To address these issues, I consider in this 

dissertation the question: How did the Libyan state forcibly disappear? To answer this 

question, we must attend to who is targeted for disappearance and why, which calls for a 

sociological approach to forced disappearance. 

 
AFRICA AMERICAS & 

CARIBBEAN 
EUROPE MIDDLE 

EAST 
SOUTH & 

EAST ASIA 
Algeria Argentina Belarus Iran Afghanistan 
Angola Bolivia Germany Iraq Bangladesh 
Burkina Faso Brazil Ireland Israel Bhutan 
Burundi Colombia Russia Jordan Cambodia 
Cameroon Chile Spain Lebanon India 

(Kashmir) 
Chad Cuba Ukraine Palestine Indonesia 
Congo-
Brazzaville 

Ecuador  Turkey Japan 

Egypt El Salvador  Saudi 
Arabia 

Myanmar 

Equatorial 
Guinea 

Guatemala  Syria Nepal 

Eritrea Haiti  Yemen Pakistan 
Ethiopia Honduras   Philippines 
Guinea Mexico   South Korea 
Libya Nicaragua   Sri Lanka 
Mauritania Panama   Tajikistan 
Morocco Paraguay   Thailand 
Mozambique Peru   Timor-Leste 
Namibia United States   Uzbekistan 
Nigeria Uruguay    
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Table 1 Continued 
Rwanda Venezuela    
Seychelles     
South Africa     
Sudan     
Tunisia     
Uganda     
Western 
Sahara 

    

Zimbabwe     
Table 1: Countries* in which forced disappearance has been a well-documented practice. 

Sources: No comprehensive list of countries that utilize(d) enforced disappearance exists. 

This list is developed from triangulating multiple sources including the United Nations 

Working Group on Enforced or Involuntary Disappearances, Enforced Disappearances 

Information Exchange Center (EDIEC), and Project Disappeared. 

*Some countries included here are no longer internationally recognized states 

 

Forced disappearance is a form of state repression that is not practiced evenly across 

populations. There are important sociological variables, including gender and sexuality, 

religion, nationalism, and race and ethnicity, among others, that influence who is forcibly 

disappeared by the state in certain political contexts. One important characteristic that 

prevails across states is age; young people, namely individuals in their 20s and 30s, are far 

more likely to be forcibly disappeared than other age groups. In Argentina, approximately 

80 percent of the disappeared were between the ages of twenty-six and thirty-five (Gordon 

2008). In addition, in some contexts the majority of people disappeared by the state are 

men, which suggests a gendered pattern to state violence. Despite sociological patterns in 

state violence, scholars have not sought to identify how variables aside from age are 
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important categories by which the state surveils populations and enacts forced 

disappearance. A key contribution of this dissertation is to advance a sociological approach 

to enforced disappearance that recognizes the practice as a unique form of state violence 

that produces intended and unintended consequences. I discuss how sociological variables 

such as gender, religion, and nationalism are central to understanding the practice of 

enforced disappearance in Libya and may extend to other political, social, and cultural 

contexts. Central to understanding these sociological aspects of forced disappearance is 

attending to the accounts of the individuals left behind, namely the families, who are among 

the only people who can attest to the disappearances of their relatives. 

Social Movements Around Disappearance  

 While many of the studies of social movements around disappearance have been 

undertaken outside of sociology, such movements are of direct relevance to social 

movement scholars because they often occur in non-democratic contexts, which the bulk 

of social movements scholarship does not address outside of revolutionary settings. It is 

also important to consider social movements in the context of forced disappearance 

because it is very often popular mobilizations, commonly on behalf of families and 

relatives, that bring awareness of the very problem of forced disappearance to the public. 

As a result, many studies that address forced disappearance, with the exception of legal 

discussions related to the prosecution and adjudication of such cases, are almost 

exclusively studies of the social movements that develop to seek answers about the 

disappeared or to contest the human rights abuses associated with forced disappearance. 
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 Across several political contexts, family members have been key sources of 

contention in response to disappearance. Family members are often the first individuals to 

mobilize in order to seek information about their loved ones. In Argentina, women 

organized to form the Madres de Plaza de Mayo (Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo)3 and later 

formed the Abuelas de Plaza de Mayo (Grandmothers of the Plaza de Mayo) (Arditti 1999; 

Navarro 1989); in Chile, families founded Agrupación (the Group of Relatives of the 

Detained and Disappeared); in Nicaragua mothers and relatives formed the Asociación de 

Madres de Familiares de Secuestrados y Desaparecidos de Nicaragua (AMFASEDEN) 

(Association of Mothers of Families of the Kidnapped and Missing of Nicaragua) (Tully 

1995); and in Guatemala relatives of the detained formed the Grupo de Apoyo Mutuo 

(Mutual Support Group) (Schirmer 1989). In these organizations, women were among the 

key activists who occupied a prominent pubic role by protesting and directly confronting 

state violence. Women mobilized visuals and symbols, including holding photographs of 

the disappeared, attaching carpenter’s nails to their bodies to emulate Christ’s experience 

of suffering, and sewing arpilleras (tapestries) to fundraise for human rights efforts and to 

contest regime claims to freedom and economic security (Taylor 2001; Adams 2002; 

Navarro 2004). These props of protest, as well as their methods of demonstration (such as 

walking in pairs in Argentina to circumvent prohibitions on group demonstration), served 

to mobilize public sentiments and contest state erasure of memories of their loved ones.  

                                                
3 This group later split into the two groups of the Asociación Madres de Plaza de Mayo and Madres de Plaza 
de Mayo Línea Fundadora 
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Movements among families prevail across much of Latin America but instances of 

this kind of mobilization against violence exist also in Europe, East and South Asia, and in 

the Middle East and North Africa. In the case of Ireland, Arextaga (1997) discusses the 

mobilization of women, and the making of their political subjectivities in connection with 

emotion, in an organization called the Relatives Action Committee. Members of the 

organization were primarily mothers, who formed the organization in 1976 in order to 

publicize the plight of political prisoners, the cases of whom had not received popular 

interest or attention.  

In South Korea, women who identified as wives and mothers mobilized around a 

host of social issues in the country’s transition to democracy (Nam 2000). One such group 

was Minkahyup (Family Movement Association for the Practice of Democracy), which 

dates to the mass imprisonment of students and intellectuals under accusations of espionage 

in the mid-1970s (Minkahyup 2013). In 1993, the group began to hold weekly 

demonstrations on Thursdays to demand the release of prisoners of conscience and call for 

the abolition of the National Security Law, which strictly censures the reading of certain 

banned texts and includes stipulations about espionage. The group continues to meet at 

Tapgol Park in Seoul, a significant symbolic gesture as it was the site of the March 1st 

movement, which sought independence from Japan in 1919.4 By demonstrating in this 

park, women evoke the memories of the anti-colonial struggle to contest the state.  

                                                
4 The site of protest is an important feature of these cases. In Argentina, the Plaza de Mayo is in downtown 
Buenos Aires and features a small pyramid in center erected to commemorate the beginnings of the 
independence movement on May 25, 1810 as well as other government buildings (Navarro 1989); in Chile, 
La Plaza de Armas was the site of many protests and is the main town square in downtown Santiago, where 
municipal offices of the country and the main Catholic cathedral are located (Schirmer 1989). 
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During the late 1980s in Sri Lanka, the state forcibly disappeared approximately 

60,000 young men accused of being “subversive.” In response, women organized to form 

the Mother’s Front, an organization that boasted a membership of nearly 25,000. Mothers 

demonstrated and organized public spectacles in a “deva kanñalawwa” (“beseeching of the 

gods”) that directly accused the government, including President Premadasa, of violence 

and murder (de Alwis 2002). The mothers called for the deaths of public officials they 

deemed responsible for the loss of their sons and relatives in a form of ritualized cursing. 

This mobilization of maternal suffering and religiosity, de Alwis (2002) argues, represents 

an important historical moment in which maternalist politics offered an unprecedented 

form of protest and discussions of its limitations must also be engaged.  

  In the context of the Middle East and North Africa, several groups have arisen to 

contest forced disappearances. For instance, Cumartesi Anneleri (Saturday Mothers) in 

Turkey is a collective of primarily Kurdish mothers who have demonstrated in silence 

every Saturday since 1995 on behalf of sons and daughters disappeared by the Turkish 

state. The group reportedly draws their inspiration from the Madres de Plaza de Mayo in 

Argentina (Gokpinar 2012). In Algeria, where thousands of individuals were forcibly 

disappeared by the state during the 1990s civil war, an organization of families called the 

Collectif des Familles de Disparus en Algérie (Collective of Families of the Disappeared 

in Algeria) has been active since 1998 in publically mobilizing photographs of their 

disappeared relatives and refusing compensation from the government (Goldstein 2014). 

In addition, parents of kidnapped and disappeared persons in Lebanon joined collectively 

in 1982 as the Comité des Parents des Personnes Enlevées ou Disparues au Liban 
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(Committee of the Parents/Families of the Kidnapped or Disappeared Persons in Lebanon). 

Through demonstrations, petitions, and sit-ins, the group demanded to know the fate of 

their loved ones, which culminated in the “Right to Know” campaign in 1999 that 

emphasized the families’ rights to know what became of their relatives. The campaign 

received supported by several nongovernmental organizations and human rights activists 

(Abou Assi 2010).  

 These social movements around disappearance—from Latin America to North 

Africa—have been integral in pursuing answers about the whereabouts of disappeared 

persons and have been essential in confronting state violations of human rights for 

decades.5 Despite the authoritarian systems under which nearly all of these movements 

have operated, the organizations managed to flourish and sustain themselves over time. 

How did these organizations develop? To address how these social movements emerged as 

bold critics of state policies of forced disappearance, I argue that we must consider what is 

common across these movements: the family. 

Family Movements  

A resounding feature of social movements around disappearance is that the actors 

in these movements, whether they be mothers or grandmothers or parents more generally, 

all belong to the institution of the family. Across states where forced disappearance has 

been a well-documented practice, we can observe family members collectively organizing 

                                                
5 This long history of activism and relentless pursuit of answers can be credited for the recent trials of eighteen 
former military figures who were involved in Operation Condor in Latin America. The operation, coordinated 
across multiple states, arrested, disappeared, and killed thousands of leftist activists across the Southern Cone 
(Goñi 2016). 
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to seek unresolved answers about the whereabouts and ultimate fates of their disappeared 

relatives. Table 2 is an ongoing compilation of family movements across different political 

contexts that I have constructed by triangulating sources on social movements around 

disappearance; no such comprehensive list of family-based movements around 

disappearance exists and this table is designed to begin the work of documenting and 

conceptualizing these movements as family-based mobilizations. In some states, there exist 

multiple social movement organizations composed of families. Despite the presence of a 

common language of the family, such as parents or relatives, that is mobilized across 

geographic contexts, these organizations have been identified instead more broadly as 

human rights organizations or more narrowly as maternal movements.  

 
Country Association  Date 

Founded 
LATIN AMERICA 
Argentina Abuelas Plaza de Mayo 

(Grandmothers of Plaza de Mayo); 
Madres de Plaza de Mayo  
(Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo);  
Asociación de Familiares de Desaparecidos Judíos  
(Association of Relatives of Disappeared Jews); 
Familiares de Desaparecidos y Detenidos por Razones Políticas 
(Families of the Disappeared and Detained for Political Reasons) 

1977;1977; 
1998; 1976 

Bolivia la Asociación de Familiares de Detenidos y Desaparecidos y 
Mártires de la Liberación Nacional (ASOFAMD) 
(Association of Families of the Detained, Disappeared and 
Martyrs for National Liberation) 

1983 

Brazil la Comissão de Familiares de Mortos e Desaparecidos Políticos 
no Brasil 
(Committee of Relatives of Deaths and Disappearances in 
Brazil)  

1993 

Colombia Asociación de Familiares de Detenidos-Desaparecidos 
(ASFADDES)  
(Association of Families of the Detained-Disappeared) 

2005 
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Table 2 Continued 
Chile Agrupación de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos 

(Group of Relatives of the Detained and Disappeared) 
1977 

Ecuador la Asociación de Familiares y Amigos de Desaparecidos del 
Ecuador (ASFADEC)  
(Association of Families and Friends of the Disappeared of 
Ecuador) 

Undetermined 

El Salvador Comité de Madres y Familiares de Presos, Desaparecidos y 
Asesinados Políticos de El Salvador (COMADRES) 
(Committee of Mothers and Families of Prisoners, Disappeared 
and Political Assassinations of El Salvador)  

1977 

Guatemala Grupo de Apoyo Mutuo  
(Mutual Support Group) 

1984 

Honduras Comité de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos en Honduras 
(COFADEH) 
(Committee of Families of the Detained and Disappeared in 
Honduras) 

1982 

Mexico Asociación de Familiares de Detenidos, Desaparecidos y 
Víctimas de Violaciones a los Derechos Humanos en México 
(AFADEM-FEDEFAM) (Association of Families of the 
Detained, Disappeared and Victims of Human Rights 
Violations in Mexico); 
Comité de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos “Hasta 
Encontrarlos” (Committee of the Families of the Detained and 
Disappeared “To Find Them”) 

1978; 2007 

Nicaragua Asociación de Madres de Familiares de Secuestrados y 
Desaparecidos de Nicaragua (AMFASEDEN) 
(Association of Mothers of Families of the Kidnapped and 
Missing of Nicaragua)  

1989 

Paraguay Familiares de Detenidos-Desaparecidos y Asesinados por 
razones políticas del Paraguay (FADDAPY) 
(Families of the Detained-Disappeared and Murdered for 
Political Reasons of Paraguay) 

2006  
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Table 2 Continued 
Peru Asociación de Familiares de Desaparecidos y Víctimas de 

Genocidio (AFADEVIG) (Association of Families of the 
Disappeared and Victims of Genocide); 
Asociación de Familiares de Detenidos-Desaparecidos, 
Ejecuciones Extrajudiciales y Torturados (AFDDEET)  
(Association of Families of the Detained-Disappeared, 
Extrajudicial Executions and Tortured); 
Asociación Nacional de Familiares de Secuestrados y 
Desaparecidos del Perú (ANFASEP) 
(National Association of Families of the Kidnapped and 
Disappeared from Peru); 
Comité de Familiares de Detenidos, Desaparecidos y 
Refugiados (COFADER) 
(Committee of Families of the Detained, Disappeared, and 
Refugees) 

2002; 
Undetermined
;1983;1983 

Uruguay Madres y familiares de uruguayos detenidos desaparecidos 
(Uruguayan Mothers and Families of Disappeared Detainees) 

1983  

EUROPE 
Ireland Relatives Action Committee 1976 
SOUTH AND EAST ASIA 
Bangladesh Mayer Dak  

(Mother’s Call) 
2014 

India  Association of Parents of Disappeared Persons (APDP)  1994  
Indonesia Ikatan Keluarga Orang Hilang Indonesia (IKOHI)  

(Indonesian Association of Families of the Disappeared) 
1998 

Philippines Families of Victims of Involuntary Disappearances (FIND) Undetermined 
South 
Korea 

Minkahyup 
(Family Movement Association for the Practice of Democracy) 

1993 

Sri Lanka Mother’s Front; 
Families of the Disappeared (FOD) 

1990; 
Undetermined 

Thailand Relatives of the May 1992 Heroes  Undetermined 
AFRICA AND THE MIDDLE EAST 
Algeria Collectif Des Familles de Disparus en Algérie  

(Group of the Families of the Disappeared in Algeria) 
Regional groups: Association des Familles de Disparus de 
Constantine; Association des Familles de Disparus d’Oran, 
Association Nationale des Familles de Disparus (section 
d’Alger et section de Relizane) 

1998  

Lebanon Comité des Parents des Personnes Enlevées ou Disparues au 
Liban  
(Committee of the Parents of the Kidnapped or Disappeared 
Persons in Lebanon)  

1982 
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Table 2 Continued 
Libya Rābiṭa Al-Ahālī Shahudā’ Madhbḥa Sijin Abū Salīm  

(Association of the Families of the Martyrs of the Abu Salim 
Prison Massacre) 

2007 

Morocco Association des Parents et Amis de Disparu(e)s au Maroc 
(APADM) 
(Association of Parents and Friends of the Disappeared in 
Morocco) 

Undetermined 

Turkey Cumartesi Anneleri  
(Saturday Mothers) 

1995  

Table 2: Social movements advocating on behalf of disappeared persons led by family 

members. This is a list of social movement organizations that are organized by families 

and seek information about disappeared relatives. The list, still in progress, shows the 

cross-national scope of disappearance as a strategy of state repression and the mobilization 

of families in response.  

 

Given that many of these organizations are contesting the practice of forced 

disappearance as well as other acts of state violence, a number of these social movement 

organizations are identified more generally as human rights organizations. Organizations 

are particularly likely to be ascribed the status of a human rights organization in cases in 

which activists mobilize a rights-based discourse. For example, Schirmer (1989) refers to 

the demonstrations of families in Argentina’s Madres de Plaza de Mayo, Guatemala’s 

Mutual Support Group, and Chile’s Agrupación de Familiares de Detenidos Desaparecidos 

as “human rights protests,” which their claims certainly make clear in many respects. A 

number of scholars follow suit and refer broadly to organizations mobilizing on behalf of 

disappeared relatives as human rights organizations (Scarpaci and Frazier 1993; Loveman 

1998; Bosco 2006). 
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The organizations that are primarily composed of mothers earn an additional 

distinction as what some scholars have referred to as “maternal movements” or “mother’s 

movements.” Maternal movements can be defined as the mobilization of women who draw 

on their identities as mothers, as well as the identity’s attendant assets, to advance a 

particular agenda. Beckwith (2007) regards these types of organizations as constituting a 

type of women’s movement that makes “gendered identity claims as the basis for the 

movement” (p. 313). One key asset among maternal movements, according to a number of 

scholars, is the state’s regard of women’s mobilizations as less political. Burchianti (2004) 

makes claims about maternal memories, subjectivities, and activism, arguing that 

“motherhood has been a powerful political foundation for challenging a hostile state” 

(141). Central to her argument is that specific bodies, such as those of women, are read as 

non-political. Navarro (1989) alludes to the apolitical quality of the mothering body in 

particular, stating that “[t]heir actions were therefore politically invisible” (257). It is 

important to note, however, that women were not invulnerable to government reprimand 

in any of these cases; in Argentina, several mothers of the Madres de Plaza de Mayo were 

forcibly disappeared and arrested in the late 1970s and early 1980s for their activism 

(Navarro 1989).  

While none of these classifications and identifications is necessarily mutually 

exclusive, I argue that they overlook the important aspect of many movements around 

forced disappearance. Namely, the movements are connected in name and in composition 

by the family. While maternal movements, of which there are only five examples among 

twenty-seven organizations in Table 2, feature mothers almost exclusively for a range of 
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reasons,6 other movements feature a much broader coalition of family members than 

mothers. Many of the organizations mobilize other female members, such as wives, sisters, 

and daughters, as well as male family members, such as fathers, brothers, and sons. In some 

cases, the family activists extend beyond simply the nuclear family to include aunts and 

uncles, cousins, and family in-laws. 

In the Libyan context, the organization refers to itself as the Rābiṭa Al-Ahālī 

Shahudā’ Madhbḥa Sijin Abū Salīm, which can be translated as the Association of the 

Families of the Martyrs of the Abu Salim Prison Massacre. However, it is very important 

to pay close attention to the word used for family because, in Arabic, several words can 

connote family and represent different levels of family membership. The term usra refers 

to the nuclear family; the term ‘ā’ila refers to the extended family (such as aunts and 

uncles); the term ahālī is the broadest sense of family (all extended kin) and can refer to a 

broader community as well; lastly, āl can refer to an entire clan but is a more antiquated 

term that is less frequently circulated. In the case of the family association, families use the 

term ahālī to connote the broadest sense of family membership. This inclusive vocabulary 

is matched in the family members marshalled to their cause, which include mothers and 

fathers, brothers and sisters, sons and daughters, maternal and paternal aunts and uncles, 

nieces and nephews, and, sometimes, cousins and in-laws. The term also suggests a broader 

notion of a community and, in this case, a community of families. In other words, a family 

                                                
6 Navarro (1989) argues that disappearances had less impact on fathers than on mothers in Argentina for a 
number of reasons. She argues that fathers were more likely to accept that their sons and daughters were 
likely killed by the state than mothers; fathers were unable to visit the multiple offices to seek knowledge 
about their sons and daughters because of their work obligations; fathers had less mobility because they were 
vulnerable to state violence in a way that older women were not.   
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of families, which is reflected in how many family members refer to other members of the 

association as their “brothers” or “sisters.”7  

In consideration of the Libyan case and the range of social movements organizing 

against disappearance in the name of the family cross-nationally, I argue that such 

movements ought to be understood and delineated as a distinct type of social movement: a 

family movement. A family movement can be defined as a movement composed of 

individuals, who may themselves be family members, mobilizing for a cause in the name 

of their kinship relations and familial identities. Family movements can mobilize a single 

kinship relation, such as motherhood, or can incorporate family members who occupy 

several different kinship relations. From this perspective, maternal movements, such as the 

Madres de Plaza de Mayo, are a type of family movement. This conception offers the 

possibility of comparing different types of family movements to understand why they 

emerge as sources of contestation vis-à-vis the state and why in some contexts only women 

mobilize while in others they do not.  

Existing studies of family movements point toward the significance of everyday 

actions for network formation, especially in authoritarian political systems characterized 

by a climate of surveillance and distrust. For instance, the effort to locate disappeared loved 

ones often involves visiting government offices, attempting to file habeas corpora, and, in 

the Latin American context, frequenting offices of the Catholic Church, such as that of 

Monsignori (Burchianti 2004). The irony of these bureaucracies that refused to grant 

                                                
7 The usage of terms such as brother and sister can also be read as a gesture of community, particularly in 
the religious context of the umma, or broader Muslim community, in which fellow Muslims are regarded as 
one’s brothers and sisters in faith.  
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families answers about the whereabouts of their relatives is that these institutions, such as 

the Ministry of the Interior, became the very sites by which families came to meet one 

another. In Argentina, women met each other at various government bureaus and 

bemoaned the lack of efficacy in visiting office after office for answers about their 

disappeared children (Bouvard 1994). 

These findings suggest that the formation of networks developed during everyday 

life may be an important factor in family movements. Here Melucci’s (1989) notions of 

“submerged networks” may be very relevant to the formation of family movements.8 

Melucci, who focuses on understanding how new forms of social control are managed by 

individuals living in societies characterized by increasing levels of bureaucratization and 

technology,9 outlines how “submerged networks” and “molecular forms” of action can be 

important points of departure for eventual social change.10  

In a discussion of Melucci’s work, Escobar (1992) suggests that it offers insights 

into the ways by which “movements, thus, emerge out of the very experience of daily life 

under conditions of domination, and cannot be understood independently of this 

‘submerged’ cultural background…Social movements, in sum, bring about new social 

                                                
8 Melucci (1989) emphasizes the necessity of distinguishing analytically between mobilization and 
movement, the latter of which he regards as living “in the everyday network of social relations, in the capacity 
and will to re-appropriate space and time, and in the attempt to practice alternative life-styles” (p. 71). 
9 As Escobar (1992) argues, the distinction between “post-industrial and Third World societies” is a 
problematic feature of some social movement analyses. It is the purpose of exploring other cases, such as 
that of Libya, to assess precisely how social movement theories developed in consideration of the “Western” 
context, particularly North America and Europe, are both applicable to and perplexed by movements 
elsewhere. 
10 It is important to note, that Melucci (1989) qualifies his usage of the term politics; he argues that certain 
social phenomena, including affective relationships, follow a different logic and are not considered “political” 
in his use of the term. However, the significance of affective emotions has been well established in social 
movements and this study demonstrates the significance of affective emotions and the family in collective 
organizing around disappearance and state violence.  
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practices which operate in part through the constitution of spaces for the creation of 

meaning” (Escobar 1992, p. 407-408). Melucci (1989) argues that what he terms 

“submerged networks” contribute to cultural innovation in everyday living. Submerged 

networks are hidden networks that are constituted by a “multiplicity of groups that are 

dispersed, fragmented and submerged in everyday life” (p.60). These networks exist most 

generally in a latent state and only come to the fore in visible ways when a public policy 

or other form of rupture compels the actors to collectively respond. Melucci (1989) regards 

these submerged networks as crucial sites of cultural innovation through “molecular forms 

of action” in which “the potential for resistance or opposition is sewn into the very fabric 

of everyday life. It is located in the molecular experience of the individuals or groups who 

practice the alternative meanings of everyday life” (p. 71). In this different way of 

“perceiving and naming the world,” Melucci (1989) argues that dominant codes and power 

can be contested (p. 74). In the case of forced disappearance, the insistence of families to 

inquire about their relatives’ whereabouts despite the state’s bureaucratic indifference 

constitutes the practice of an alternative way of life that reaffirms the lives of the 

disappeared despite the state’s attempt to efface those very lives. 

However, Melucci (1989) does not speak directly to how submerged networks 

develop, which is a key focus in this study of the collective organizing among families in 

Libya. I argue that the development of submerged networks in the Libyan case and perhaps 

to cases of disappearance more broadly can be traced to the everyday, especially as it relates 

to how people contend with the uncertain deaths of their relatives and the ongoing violence 

that characterizes their lives. As Das (2007) contends, not only is the event attached to the 
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everyday but “the everyday is eventful” (p. 8). The everyday is eventful particularly in 

contexts in which violence, or the threat of it, is a pervasive presence for which coping 

strategies are devised (Scheper-Hughes 1993). Das (2001) emphasizes how collective 

identity is itself forged in relationship to death: “Collective identities are not only a product 

of desires for recognition. They are equally forged by our relation to death” (p. 110). 

Although Das is here referring to the specific case of how we acknowledge the pain and 

suffering of “the other,” the discussion is also a useful point of departure to think about the 

formation of collective identities more generally. In the case of forced disappearance, we 

should consider how the possibility but uncertainty of death plays a key role in the 

formation of identity and, by extension, the formation of families who organize 

collectively. In a political context like Libya, in which authoritarian governance permeates 

everyday life and the possibility of violence in rather eminent, it is especially relevant to 

investigate how submerged networks develop and later inform collective action on a public 

scale. 

   

Case: Association of the Families of the Martyrs of the of the Abū Salīm Prison 

Massacre (AFMASPM)  

 This dissertation is based on an in-depth study of the emergence of the Rābiṭa Al-

Ahālī Shahudā’ Madhbḥa Sijin Abū Salīm or the Association of Families of the Martyrs of 

the Abū Salīm Prison Massacre in Libya (AFMASPM). This association of families 

formally organized in 2007 in second largest city of Benghāzī in the eastern region of 

Libya. The organization emerged from litigation on behalf of a single family, whose 
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relative Ḥāfiẓ Al-Qarqūrī had been forcibly disappeared since 1996. The family requested 

knowledge about the fate of Ḥāfiẓ and other families joined in this resounding request for 

information about their relatives, some of whom had been forcibly disappeared since the 

mid-1980s. The formation of the association and the public demonstrations they began 

holding on a weekly basis were an unprecedented form of activism in Libya, where 

collective organizing was strictly prohibited by law. Although social movement 

organizations existed and operated, they did so on a clandestine basis because any politics 

that were deemed opposition to the prevailing regime of Mu‘amar Gaddafi, who led the 

country for over forty years, was sharply curtailed through forced disappearances, mass 

arrest campaigns, executions, and assassinations.  

 

Libya: Forty Years of Dictatorship  

Mu‘amar Gaddafi assumed power in Libya on September 1, 1969 via a military 

coup launched against the post-colonial monarchy led by King Muḥammad Idrīs Al-

Sanūsī. By the late 1960s, it was clear that the Sanūsī monarchy was being threatened by 

tides of change, namely Arab nationalism, emanating from Egypt. Directly inspired by and 

modeled after Egyptian President Jamāl ‘Abd Al-Nāṣr’s politics of Arab unity and 

nationalism, Gaddafi orchestrated the coup with several other military figures, which 

formed the Revolutionary Command Council (RCC). Both Gaddafi and the men who 

would come to surround him had very different socioeconomic backgrounds than the men 

and families in positions of power in the monarchy. Those who participated in the coup 

were from “poorer families and minor tribes,” making the overthrow of the monarchy “a 
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revolution of the oases and interior against the established society of dominant tribes and 

prominent coastal families” (Kawczynski 2010; St. John; p. 139; Vandewalle 1998). 

The military coup led by Gaddafi and the RCC led to a series of reforms in Libya 

that fundamentally altered legal, political, and juridical structures related to kinship, 

religion, and civil society. Although reforms were introduced at the very outset of 

Gaddafi’s acquisition of political power in Libya in 1969, the most influential political 

reforms followed from the publication of his treatise on politics entitled Al-Kītāb Al-

Akhḍar, The Green Book, in 1976. In this treatise, Gaddafi outlined his perspectives on 

popular representation and his outlook on a number of social issues related to the place of 

family in society, gender relations, and state politics on religion.  

As key aspects of The Green Book and related policies began to be implemented 

across Libya during the 1970s and throughout the 1980s, people were confronted with 

fundamental changes in their personal, public, and professional lives. Accordingly, these 

changes elicited sharp criticism from multiple sectors of the population, particularly 

students and educated professionals, leaders of tribal kin groups, and members of the 

religious establishment. To quell criticism and prevent oppositional movements from 

arising, the Libyan government began transforming existing apparatuses of the state into 

networks of secret informants who surveilled the population for indications of movements 

against the state and general dissidence.  

The types of opposition that Gaddafi violently suppressed spanned the political 

spectrum. Sharp contention between the state and opposition groups began as early as the 

mid-1970s and increased in scale by the late 1980s and early 1990s. The Libyan 
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government repressed, through legal marginalization and violent measures, multiple 

groups from which it anticipated political threats and opposition and became widely 

recognized as one of the most repressive authoritarian systems in the world (Freedom 

House 2011). At the beginning of 1980, a campaign against corruption, which was later 

uncovered to be little more than pretense to target individuals organizing against the 

regime, led to the arrests of approximately 2000 people (Wright 1982). Organizations 

emerging from the student movement and umbrella groups of exiles seeking to unite 

opposition Gaddafi against across several ideological persuasions, including the Libyan 

Democratic Movement and the National Front for the Salvation of Libya (NFSL), 

constituted some of the most robust network of dissidents. These organizations, among 

others, were key in orchestrating coup attempts against Gaddafi, especially in the mid-

1980s. Drawing on global fears about AIDS during the 1980s, Gaddafi denigrated those 

who were disappeared and arrested and implored the public and their families to abandon 

all thoughts of them: “‘You should forget your imprisoned sons, because they suffer from 

infectious diseases. They carry HIV AIDS!’ he said in a speech in 1989” (Hilsum 2012). 

This overt, public denunciation of men imprisoned by the state framed them as threats and, 

in this way, rendered them un-mournable individuals to whom no sympathy should be 

extended. 

 A key focus of regime repression in the mid to late 1980s was on individuals and 

groups suspected of organizing under the rubric of Islam. Over the course of several years, 

security forces deliberately targeted and forcibly disappeared thousands of men in a 

campaign that resulted in a general policing of piety in Libya, which I address in detail in 
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the chapters that follow. Many of the men who were forcibly disappeared and arrested 

during this period of Libyan history were imprisoned at Abū Salīm Prison, a site in Tripoli 

notorious for incarcerating political dissidents and prisoners of conscience. The prison 

became infamous after evidence emerged that a mass killing had occurred in 1996 under 

the supervision of state authorities.   

Abū Salīm Prison Killing 

 The family movement under study in this dissertation developed in response to 

accounts that between June 28th and June 29th of 1996 approximately 1,270 prisoners at 

Abū Salīm Prison, were collectively shot en masse by prison personnel and government 

authorities. The prisoners, disappeared years earlier from their homes and workplaces, 

were among the individuals killed. This event remains suspended in Libyan collective 

memory. One family member described the ubiquity of the state’s violence by drawing on 

how the Abū Salīm Prison killing has touched everyone: 

There was not a house, there was not a street, there was not a family that was 
spared…there was not a city in all of Libya that did not have a martyr who was 
martyred in the Abū Salīm massacre. In all of Libya. 

 
Despite the significance of the event to any study of state repression or violence in Libya, 

many scholars of Libya only address the event in passing as one of Gaddafi’s many 

egregious crimes.11 The Abū Salīm Prison killing, however, occupies a central place in any 

discussion of state violence, political dissidence, and resistance it the state. As a contested 

                                                
11 Some scholars do note the significance of the event. For instance, St. John (2012) writes that “the regime 
had engaged in an even more sinister elimination of its Islamist foes. In June 1996, after a rebellion by some 
Islamists who were detained in the Abu Slim [sic] prison, the regime engaged in a wholesale massacre of 
prison inmates. An estimated 1,286 prisoners were mown down in the prison yard and buried in mass graves. 
This was to be one of the most notorious crimes of the Qaddafi era.” Also, see Hilsum (2012), who dedicates 
a chapter to the events.  
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event12 given the absence of the victims’ bodies, it offers an opportunity to study the 

meanings surrounding it, particularly from the perspective of families left behind. 

Sociologists, anthropologists, and historians have studied the meanings surrounding 

particular, often contested, events because they offer, in Amin’s (1995) words, insight into 

“the ways in which meanings get glued to events and the ways in which memory plays 

upon the certitude of facts” (p. 11; Das 1995; Fraser 1979; Tilly 2002).  

The most prominently cited account of the Abū Salīm Prison killing is that of 

Ḥusayn Al-Shāf‘ī, who was imprisoned for twelve years at Abū Salīm Prison (from 1988-

2000) on political charges for which he was never tried. Ḥusayn was a worker in the prison 

kitchen and has been interviewed by several news and human rights organizations and 

appears in several videos produced by Libyan dissidents in the U.S. and Europe posted on 

video sharing platforms (such as YouTube). According to his and others’ percipient witness 

accounts, on the evening of June 28th, a prison guard named ‘Umar (and possibly another 

guard) was/were held hostage by several prisoners in one block of the prison, who 

subsequently facilitated the escape of prisoners from several other cellblocks. Several 

prisoners were shot to quell the uprising, after which time Libyan intelligence chief ‘Abd-

Allah Al-Sanūsī and top security official Naṣr Al-Mabrūk ‘Abd-Allah arranged to meet 

with prisoner representatives. The prisoner representatives Muḥammad Al-Jūwaylī, 

Muḥammad Ghlayū, Miftaḥ Al-Dawādī, and Muḥammad Būsadra negotiated the release 

                                                
12 Given the contested nature of the event, I sometimes refer to the event as a “purported prison killing.” 
Evidence from percipient witnesses, individuals living in the neighborhood adjacent to the prison, and my 
interviews with family members suggest, however, that grave and lethal violence did take place at Abū Salīm 
Prison in 1996.  
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of the guard and made several demands, which included rights to visitation with family, 

clean clothes, better medical care, and occasional access to the outdoors (Human Rights 

Watch 2006).  

The following morning, on June 29th, the prisoners from the civilian political blocks 

were brought into a courtyard of the prison that featured an open onto the sky (see 

Illustration 2). According to Ḥusayn, an explosion was detonated in the vicinity of the 

courtyard and incessant shooting from several khaki-uniformed men positioned the 

perimeter of the courtyard roof rained bullets upon the prisoners from above and lasted for 

at least a full hour. Ḥusayn estimates the number killed, conservatively, at 1,200 based on 

the discrepancy in the numbers of meals he prepared. According to former Abū Salīm 

Prison guard, Mukhtār, who is currently detained, ill prisoners who were promised medical 

leave after the negotiations on June 28th never left the prison to seek medical attention; 

instead, they were murdered: “There were three rows of 10 people each. I walked past them 

and shot them dead with my pistol. I don’t know why we had to do it. It was just an order” 

(von Mittelstaedt 2012).  

The Libyan government did not acknowledge the deaths for nearly a decade. In 

2001, some families began to be notified that their relatives were deceased and were sent 

death certificates with dates that did not correspond to June 1996 or indicate the cause of 

death. This moment represented a rupture for many families, who believed that their 

relatives remained alive despite their disappearances many years before. Gaddafi formally 

acknowledged that some killings took place at Abu Salim in April 2004 (HRW 2006; 

Libyan Human Rights Solidarity 2010). Through the activism of the family movement, 
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which I will describe in Chapter 3, the state offered families reparations. This offer was 

contingent, however, upon the family’s agreement that they would desist from filing any 

more complaints concerning the cases. Some families accepted these conditions and the 

reparations while others staunchly refused them.13 

The government has never furnished the bodies or remains of the individuals killed 

at Abū Salīm Prison and not all families have received death certificates. The absent bodies 

and the uncertainty continue to perplex families. Following the collective uprising against 

the regime in 2011, reports surfaced that bones had been discovered outside the walls of 

Abū Salīm Prison (Finighan 2011; CNN 2011).  The remains, however, have not been 

established as belonging to the prisoners though several mass graves throughout the 

country continue to be uncovered, the contents of which are being tested for identification 

(Franklin 2011). Many families cite theories that have circulated in the public that the 

bodies were temporarily buried on the prison grounds after the mass prison killing only 

later to be disposed in the sea. No such theory has been corroborated as of yet and, 

therefore, the bodies remain missing. 

                                                
13 It is important to note that many of those purportedly killed were unmarried and their deaths, therefore, 
garnered even lower reparations amount than that offered to families of married men. 
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Illustration 2: Courtyard of Abū Salīm Prison. This is the location where the prison killing 

is alleged to have taken place. Whereas now there are now screens atop the courtyard, in 

1996, the space opened to the sky. According to accounts, prisoners were killed by gunfire 

shot from above along the perimeter of the courtyard. Source: Amina Zarrugh. 

METHODOLOGICAL APPROACHES 

Positionality and Reflexivity 

I have been visiting Libya on an almost annual basis since 2003 and my interest in 

the country and topic of this dissertation can be traced to both the biographical and my 

epistemological commitments in the field of sociology and North African studies more 

generally. As the daughter of a Libyan father who left the country in 1978 to escape regime 
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violence and the suppression of the student movement of which he was a part, I have an 

interest in documenting and understanding from a sociological point of view state violence 

in Libya and the modes through which it was contested. I was taught Libyan-dialect Arabic 

by my father throughout my childhood and I acquired additional knowledge over the course 

of annual summer visits to Tripoli in the mid-2000s, primarily in interaction with my 

paternal grandmother and second cousins. The uprising and subsequent regime collapse in 

2011 has permitted me to ask questions and engage in research now that would have been 

impossible prior given the danger and threat that would have been imminent to my family 

remaining in the country. I also recognize that this positionality, while offering me a very 

intimate connection to the state’s violence and those affected by it, also positions me 

differently vis-à-vis former regime or state leadership figures. While I did not interview 

former regime figures, in part because of the exile of many from the country, I have used 

pseudonyms for individuals who are not prominent public figures but were mentioned by 

the family as secret informants for the regime or in roles supportive of the regime’s stances. 

I recognize that it may be important for families to express their disdain for particular men 

and women who caused or supplemented injuries inflicted upon them by the regime but as 

a sociologist I recognize the power of the situation in contexts of extreme violence and 

want to protect any and all individuals from any further suffering or violence that could 

reach them by making their names public.  

Given the paucity of research on Libya, in part because of a travel embargo issued 

in 1981 by Reagan administration that prevented intellectual exchange, I have made 

deliberate choices about this project that have been informed by post-colonial scholarship 
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on history and writing. In contrast to most accounts of Libyan social and political life, 

which focus on elites or the state’s interactions in the international political system, I have 

chosen to interview ordinary citizens to understand how they encountered state violence in 

the everyday. These perspectives are seldom present in English discourse about Libya, 

particularly given the recent internal conflicts among conflicting governments and the 

presence of groups like the Islamic State of Iraq and the Levant (ISIL or, as it is commonly 

referred, ISIS). Whereas many scholars and journalists resign Libya to the status of a failed 

state, I have chosen instead to focus on individuals with an intimate working knowledge of 

navigating the former state, working within its confines, and also pushing its boundaries in 

new directions. Their perspectives and their experiences are significant to understanding 

contemporary politics in Libya.  

Members of the family movement, and their disappeared relatives, have often been 

marginalized by the state and, in many ways, continue to be vulnerable to violence in the 

country. As Cohen (2001) argues, “some people make more suitable and memorable 

victims than others” because “memory is a social project…whole societies slip into mass 

denial – with terrible consequences, especially for victims and survivors who find 

themselves literally dislocated from historical time” (p. 12; 241-242). In this case, the 

international and ongoing demonization of those believed to be Islamic fundamentalists 

renders the victims of disappearance and the prison killing as “unmournable.” By 

reproducing their words here, I also offer a space for their experiences to remain part of the 

conversation. As Minh-ha (1989) argues, language itself perpetuates a form of power and 

who is accorded the privilege to speak and in what manner is significant. Historically 
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speaking, “the more personal, local, and unofficial, the less likely it [documentary 

evidence] was likely to survive” (p. 3). By interviewing family members who have 

themselves sought to document and preserve the memories of their sons, husbands, 

brothers, and fathers, I am also working to ensure that these local and unofficial acts of 

resistance and politics are preserved for a critical narration of Libyan history and also for 

a more dynamic sociological understanding of how individuals in authoritarian settings 

experience state violence and organize to critique and contest it.  

Although I do not reside in Libya on a regular basis nor are both sides of my family 

Libyan nationals, my history of annual visits and my sustained interest in the country 

helped establish rapport with the family members in Libya whom I interviewed. I expressed 

a commitment to sharing the outcome of my work with the families, which many regarded 

as an important gesture of respect for them and an important contribution to Libyan history. 

My father’s experience of migration because of regime politics of the 1970s and 1980s was 

also an important point of departure in communicating my own relationship with the 

country; a great majority of Libyans who left during this time frame were critics of the state 

and this was immediately legible to my interviewees by virtue of my own age and 

upbringing in the U.S. As one family member said to me in reference to my living outside 

of Libya: “This is your country…even you all, his crimes reached you.” For her, my 

location outside of Libya was “inhuman” and was yet another instance of how the violence 

of the regime was ubiquitous and even transcended Libya’s borders. In this way, we both 

had been touched by aspects of the state’s violence albeit in very, very different ways.  
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Fieldwork and Interviews 

This study is based on 26 interviews with members of the Association of the 

Families of the Martyrs of the Abū Salīm Prison Massacre (AFMASPM) as well as three 

months of ethnographic fieldwork in Tripoli, Libya in 2014. The project was uniquely 

informed by my numerous previous trips to Libya both before and after the 2011 

revolution, including for a month in 2012 when I was conducting preliminary fieldwork.  

 

Recruitment and Rapport 

While I have cultivated relationships in Libya throughout my numerous trips, have 

a strong family network, I began this study without knowledge of any families who had 

experienced the disappearance of a family member during the late 1980s or early to mid-

1990s and whose relative was believed to have died in the Abū Salīm Prison killing. In 

order to locate potential interviewees, I contacted a doctoral student in the U.S. who was 

originally from the city of Benghazi, where the family movement began. While she was 

not familiar with any family members who belonged to the family association or had 

experienced the disappearance of a relative to Abū Salīm Prison, she informed me of a 

Facebook page belonging to the family association with which she was familiar.  Facebook 

is a popular social media platform among people of many ages in Libya. Accordingly, I 

created a Facebook account before commencing my fieldwork and contacted the four 

individuals who were official contacts for the family association’s page to inform them of 

my interest in their association and my plan to conduct interviews with members of the 

family association. All four, who were very active in the family association in Benghāzī, 
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replied to my inquiry over the course of several weeks and expressed interested in 

participating and offered their assistance. 

 From these initial contacts on Facebook, I engaged in snowball sampling. Snowball 

sampling, sometimes referred to as chain or network sampling, is defined as a type of 

purposeful sampling that involves identifying “a few key participants” who then refer the 

researcher to other participants (Merriam 2009). In this case, I asked these contacts to 

connect me with family members of the association located in Tripoli, where I began my 

fieldwork. The contacts were referred to me through Facebook and I subsequently 

connected to these contacts through Facebook, phone, and personal meetings. I continued 

to forge connections in this way through Facebook and through phone numbers of contacts 

to whom I was referred. 

Facebook as a platform for connecting with people offers the distinct advantages to 

build rapport with potential interviewees. I found that by forging connections to family 

members on Facebook, particularly through becoming “friends,” I was able to illustrate in 

a visual way my connection to key members of association. Through the ability to see 

“mutual friends,” new contacts were able to locate me in a network of trusted individuals. 

As my network grew, I found that new contacts were more receptive and more willing to 

discuss their experiences with me. Many family members came to eventually refer to me 

as “sister,” a term of inclusion with both familial and religious connotations. While I 

initially contacted many of my interviewees through Facebook, I was introduced to several 

in person and by phone. In this way, the people whom I interviewed were not exclusively 

Facebook users or active on social media platforms. In addition, my status as a Libyan 
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living outside the country offered me rapport with many interviewees, several of whom 

have family members who live in Europe or in the U.S. In the case of some interviews in 

Tripoli, participants also had a chance to meet members of my family, including my uncle 

and my father, who drove me to some interviews and had an opportunity to themselves 

attest to the work I was doing. This was a significant gesture in Libya in particular because 

family reputation is an important source of information and accountability in social 

interactions. 

 

Interviewees 

 Through my development of networks and connections on Facebook, I arranged 26 

interviews with individuals who were forcibly disappeared or family members who were 

forcibly disappeared and whose relatives are believed to have been killed at the Abū Salīm 

Prison killing. Two of the interviewees were themselves imprisoned at Abū Salīm Prison, 

one of them being Ḥusayn Al-Shāf‘ī, the frequently cited witness in accounts cited by 

human rights organizations such as Human Rights Watch.  

I conducted ten interviews in person with family members in Tripoli and an 

additional interviews via Viber, a phone app, from individuals in eastern Libya, primarily 

in the city of Benghāzī. Interviews ranged in length from approximately half of an hour to 

just over three hours. While I initially planned to interview women exclusively, as my 

knowledge expanded on the development and growth of the AFMASPM, it was clear that 

men played key roles in the association even though women were key public figures and 

representatives of the movement. Accordingly, I chose to interview equal numbers of men 
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and women. As a female interviewer, I feel that I was able to develop closer and more 

intimate rapport with women and that many of the interviews I conducted with women 

were especially rich in detail.14 Most of the men and women I interviewed were siblings of 

individuals who were disappeared by the state; only two interviewees were children of 

disappeared men and one interviewee was the mother of a disappeared man. The 

prevalence of siblings in my sample reflects the early development of the family 

association, which was catalyzed by a father but was primarily driven by brothers and 

sisters of disappeared and imprisoned relatives. The majority of the interviewees were in 

their 30s and 40s with the youngest participant being in her mid-20s and the eldest 

participant being in her late 60s or early 70s.  

Given the sensitive subject matter of the issue of disappearance and state violence, 

a protracted period of rapport-building is very important. With every interviewee, I 

exchanged correspondence via Facebook, spoke with them on the phone, or interacted with 

them in person several times before asking them to consent to an interview. For in-person 

interviews, I conducted interviews in people’s homes and in their workplaces. The comfort 

of someone’s home or their personal space in a workplace offered us the occasion to speak 

freely and openly about their experiences. Phone interviews, although they lack important 

aspects of intimacy afforded by in-person interviews, offer the possibility of contacting 

people across geographic contexts. Given the political conflict in contemporary Libya, 

which I will address in the following section, several families relocated to different parts 

                                                
14 The information derived from an interview changes based on whom is speaking and whom is spoken to 
and is influenced by axes of power (Alcoff 1991). 
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of Libya as well as to Europe and the U.S. during the course of my research. Phone 

interviews permitted me access to a family members integral to the development of the 

family movement wherever they were located. In addition, for those family members who 

continued to live in Benghāzī, conversations were often held over the course of several 

days due to a series of power outages. Rather than simply being disruptions, the occasion 

to have multiple conversations helped us develop a greater connection that had we engaged 

in a single conversation, even if it were in person. In addition, my connection to family 

members via Facebook and Viber allowed me to stay in relatively frequent contact with 

interviewees, with whom I developed regular contact and continue to have conversations.    

With regard to the interview structure, I conducted semi-structured interviews. 

Interviewees were asked to discuss the circumstances of their disappeared relative, what 

they did following his disappearance, and, for interviewees in Benghāzī, how they came to 

be involved in the family movement. I appealed to a particular form of interviewing, 

referred to as oral history interviews, to permit collaboration between the interviewer and 

interviewee so as to disrupt the power imbalance characteristic of the interaction, 

particularly given my privilege as a member of the Libyan diaspora who was not vulnerable 

to the state’s violence in the same way as were the families with whom I spoke (Thompson 

1972; Clifford 1983; di Leonardo 1987). Oral history interviews are also particularly useful 

in understanding the ways by which people relate to major events and are frequently used 

in the fields of women’s history and the study of war (Sarkar 2012). I developed open-

ended questions and allowed the respondents to direct the conversation, particularly if they 

do not wish to describe the loss of their relative, their experiences in prison, or other topics 
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they regarded as too sensitive to discuss. Interviews were recorded15 and conducted in 

Libyan colloquial Arabic. I subsequently translated and transcribed all interviews.  

In my analysis of the interview transcripts, I consulted theoretical perspectives on 

collective memory and narrative construction (White 1987; Halbwachs 1992; Taussig 

2003; Passerini 1987). As Halbwachs (1992) argues with regard to memory within the 

family in particular, “even when they live near each other, but all the more when life keeps 

them distant, each family member recollects in his own manner the common familial past” 

(54, emphasis added). The forced physical separation between family members that lies at 

the heart of this project is therefore central to the memories crafted following 

disappearance. Collective memory is highly relational and structural, requiring that 

sociologists attend even more closely to the relationships and circumstances that, in 

Auyero’s (1999) words, influence the very way by which “remembering actually re-

members” (p. 334). While I was not able to interview multiple members of a family in most 

cases, I observed instances in which family reflections on the disappearances of their 

relatives featured some contradictions; for instance, family members occasionally 

described their disappeared relative at the time of his disappearance as younger, by a couple 

of years, than he actually was based on his birth date and the date of his disappearance. 

This “re-membering” could reflect errors of memory or could also reflect how family 

members, in retrospect, see their disappeared relatives as youthful, which is accompanied 

by qualities of innocence. 

                                                
15 Verbal consent to be interviewed was provided by the participants in accordance with UT’s Human 
Subjects and Institutional Review Board (IRB); IRB approval of this project was initially secured on July 11, 
2013 and has been renewed every year.  
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In addition to interviews, I attended a meeting of the AFMASPM at their Tripoli-

based headquarters and traveled to Abū Salīm Prison with members of the association.  I 

was also offered access to documents collected by the association, which I am still in the 

process of analyzing. I have developed and maintained contact with over twenty other 

members of the family association and former prisoners at Abū Salīm Prison, with whom 

I plan to conduct additional interviews. I have included in my analysis of the family 

movement demonstrations, discussed in Chapter 4, several videos of protests taken by 

families of the protests. These videos were provided to me by a member of the association, 

which I supplemented with additional videos that are publically available (via YouTube). 

These additional resources were significant in understanding the visual aspects and 

dynamics of the demonstrations, particularly when my fieldwork was interrupted by 

political conflict in Libya during the spring of 2014.  

 

Conducting Research in Regions of Political Conflict 

My fieldwork plans to conduct interviews in both Tripoli and Benghāzī were 

interrupted in the spring of 2014 after attacks were launched in eastern Libya to curtail 

militias and insurgent groups. The Benina International Airport in Benghāzī was closed 

and ground travel was exceedingly difficult. This disruption was furthered by a protracted 

conflict that developed after the parliament refused to step down and requested an 

extension, which they continue to demand despite the establishment of a new, 

internationally recognized parliament. This series of events raised important questions for 

me about how to negotiate new political contexts and how to re-imagine the possibilities 
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of qualitative work, including ethnography, in these contexts. Accordingly, I sought to 

develop methods of contact, such as the use of popular internet-based apps such as Viber, 

to remain in touch with family members and engage in long-term, enduring relationships 

and communications characteristic of an ethnography despite the distance. An important 

component of my future work will be in further theorizing and exploring the possibilities 

of close, engaged qualitative work, even at a distance, for cases in which political conflict 

emerges. 

The issue of contentious political conflict also raises the important issue of how 

trust can be established in the context of shifting political actors and alliances. The 

protracted conflict that currently envelops politics in Libya has also reintroduced to 

families the rhetoric of the former regime, namely a denigration of their disappeared family 

members who were regarded as being members of clandestine Islamic fundamentalist 

groups, the same type of groups that some regard as currently plaguing the country’s 

security and stability. For instance, one family member suggested to me that she felt that 

the story of the disappeared and the victims of the Abū Salīm Prison killing was purposely 

being effaced from public awareness: “I feel that there is someone [who]…intends that this 

issue doesn’t get out. I am glad now that you, Amina, that you’ll be successful in this. God 

willing. Most importantly, you don’t face something over there [in the U.S.].” Her 

suspicion that someone or some force was preventing her story and the stories of other 

families from reaching the public is born out of decades of repression and the current 

climate of political polarization. She implies that the issue has the potential to elicit 

backlash in Libya, which underlines the importance to consider how particular narratives 
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and political allegiances can shift in periods of transition (Abdi 2001). The renewed stigma 

introduced by the contemporary political climate in Libya continues to be felt by the 

families and is an important component of their continued activism.  

CHAPTER OVERVIEW 

 This study is composed of four chapters that seek to offer the reader a perspective, 

from the point of view of families, on forced disappearance and mobilization in response 

at every step of the process – from the initial experiences of intimidation on the part of the 

government, the actual moment of disappearance, the process of inquiring about the 

whereabouts of one’s relative, and to the receipt of death certificates that, in part, catalyzed 

more organized forms of collective action on the part of the families. This chapter 

organization underlines a key aspect of forced disappearance as a protracted process that 

permeates the daily lives of families for many years and generates a series of unintended 

consequences. Moreover, this organization situates state repression, explored most 

explicitly in Chapters 1 and 2, and social movement development, explored in great detail 

in Chapters 3 and 4, in dialogue. I contend that both state repression and social movement 

mobilization must be viewed in tandem; certain types of state repression produce 

unintended consequences that are closely related to the forms that contestation and 

contentious politics take and how they emerge. 

 In Chapter 1, I address the practice of forced disappearance and the policing of the 

“1270” men that are believed to have died in the Abū Salīm Prison killing in Libya within 

the historical and political context of Gaddafi’s revolutionary reforms to investigate how 
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families experienced the disappearances of their relatives. I illustrate how policing of 

dissidence in Libya during the 1980s focused in particular on the embodiment of piety 

among men, which led to the surveillance, and eventually disappearance, of any men who 

exhibited religiosity as read through the donning of a beard, specific styles of trousers, and 

attendance at early morning or late evening prayers at masājid. I explore the significance 

of the places from which individuals disappeared in Libya, namely from their homes or 

nearby masājid, and how the process of disappearance itself made the violence of the 

regime legible to neighbors and friends of the disappeared and his family. Through the 

exploration of the process of forced disappearance in Libya, I argue that the study of forced 

disappearance ought to be viewed from a sociological perspective that considers the role 

of variables such as gender, religion, and nationalism, among others, in understanding the 

practice of forced disappearance in different political, social, and cultural contexts. 

 In Chapter 2, I focus on the process by which families inquired about the 

whereabouts of their relatives following their disappearances. I explore how disappearance 

itself and the government denials that followed produced uncertainties that led families to 

seek answers from neighbors and acquaintances. The persistence of the family inquiries, 

particularly vis-à-vis state institutions and internal security forces, constituted an important 

form of resistance to state violence that can only be recognized through close study of how 

families routinely sought information about their relatives’ whereabouts. In this chapter I 

also explore how families came together at Abū Salīm Prison to deliver packages for their 

relatives.  Through coming together at Abū Salīm Prison on a monthly basis, the prison 

became a site of mutual recognition between families that illustrated to them the scope of 
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the Libyan state’s violence. The work of families, particularly from eastern Libya, in 

orchestrating visits to the prison was the first explicit occasion of family organizing, which 

developed in earnest years later. I consider the consequences brought about by bringing 

people together at Abū Salīm Prison and how families transformed the regime’s modes of 

repression into opportunities to renegotiate their relationships with their loved ones and 

other families. 

 In Chapter 3, I focus on how the government released death certificates beginning 

in approximately 2001 to families and strictly prohibited them from holding organized 

funerals. I discuss the experiences of families in processing the contradictions introduced 

by the receipt of the death certificate and their belief that their loved ones remained alive. 

I draw on discussions of repertoires of contention to explore how the regime sought to 

prevent collective action by banning funerals, which historically have been catalysts for 

social organizing, but that, instead, the prohibition raised more questions among the 

families and eventually led to collective organizing among several families. I explore the 

beginnings of the formal organizing among families in Benghāzī to illustrate how these 

networks connected to those formed many years prior in neighborhoods from which a 

concentration of men was forcibly disappeared. I detail how a small group of families 

launched a legal case against the government that eventuated in regular demonstrations 

among a broad coalition of families. I also address how this effort was partially facilitated 

by a more receptive political atmosphere created by the rapprochement between Libya and 

the United States and Western Europe as early as the late 1990s and especially after 2003. 
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 In Chapter 4, I detail the types of emotions, protest semiotics, and iconography 

expressed during protests among families in Benghāzī between 2008 and 2011. I examine 

how the families sought to articulate their claims against the state during protests and 

simultaneously renegotiated the meaning of piety, which was one of the key reasons many 

of their relatives had been surveilled and disappeared by the state. Through a discussion of 

the role of emotions in social movements, including grief, love, and hope, I explore how 

protests reflect the family’s collective attempts to re-claim the lives of their loved ones vis-

à-vis the state and society at large. I bring together discussions of other social movements 

around disappearance, such as those in Latin America, to consider how the semiotics of the 

Libyan case are different from other movements but also exhibit similarities in the effort 

to resurrect the lives of their relatives.  

 Together these chapters offer insights into how families have been central actors in 

making claims on behalf of their disappeared relatives from the moment of disappearance 

to the present. The analysis of both social movements around disappearance led by families 

as well as the Libyan state's policing of an embodied pious masculinity contributes to an 

understanding of these processes as mutually constitutive – disappearance as a type of state 

repression influences the types of collective mobilizations that emerge in response.  
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Chapter 1:  “Campaign of the 1270”: The Politics of Disappearance and 
State Repression in Libya 

Maryam Shakaywa’s family traces its origins to a small town called Mizdah in the 

area of Jabal al-Gharbī, or Western Mountains, located three hours south of the capital, 

Tripoli. Her father was in the army for several years and shortly after his eldest children 

were born, he and the family moved to Tripoli’s Abū Salīm neighborhood, which has 

experienced many transformations over the last three decades. Since the 1980s dozens of 

three- and four-story apartment complexes have been erected, offering housing to Libya’s 

poorest residents. On the old, dilapidated apartment complexes one can still make out 

faded murals of military uniform-clad women brandishing weapons, symbols of the former 

regime’s populist politics. These apartment walls also feature evidence of the conflicted 

allegiances that make this neighborhood notorious in Tripoli: bullet holes from the 2011 

uprising are scattered across the apartment fronts facing the highway road that leads to 

Gaddafi’s infamous Bāb Al-‘Azaziyya compound residence. These signs of conflict, no 

longer an uncommon sight on Libyan homes and buildings, demark Abū Salīm 

neighborhood as a contested terrain, a dark reminder of the controversy and catastrophe 

of the killing at the prison that shares its name.  

For the Shakaywa family, however, Abū Salīm was home. Maryam and her mother 

reside in a villa-style house near the old Pepsi factory, in an area of homes distinct from 

the apartment complexes that sprawl across much of the Abū Salīm district. On a brisk 

February afternoon following the ‘aṣr call to prayer, Maryam, her mother, and I sat 

together in the marbū‘a, or guest sitting room, at the forefront of the house. The entrance 
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to the marbū‘a was flanked by a table upon which sat a framed image of two photographs 

side by side. They were of Maryam’s brothers, one of whom had been forcibly disappeared 

from this very home over twenty years before and another who was killed in fighting during 

the collective uprising in 2011. Past this console table I observed Maryam’s sisters and 

their children traverse back and forth toward different wings of the house, including one 

of her nephews, six or seven-year old Rafīq. After briefly fraternizing with his cousins, 

Rafīq stumbled into the marbū‘a to greet us, ultimately seeking refuge at the feet of his 

grandmother. Maryam introduced him as “Rafīq” and added with a tinge of melancholy 

in her voice, “He has my brother’s name but it’s not him.” Maryam’s nephew is named in 

honor of her brother Rafīq who was forcibly disappeared in 1989. Her sensitivity to the 

name attests to both the continued absence and presence of Rafīq felt by Maryam’s family. 

From the photograph of the disappeared Rafīq that greets the face of any guest who 

enters the marbū‘a to the energetic child that bears his name, Rafīq’s presence is still felt 

in the Shakaywa family home many years after his disappearance. This ongoing 

commemoration compels us to ask: why was Rafīq disappeared? How did his 

disappearance occur? Who else was disappeared? What is the function and purpose of 

disappearance? What unintended consequences does disappearance produce? This chapter 

addresses the practice of forced disappearance in Libya within the historical and political 

context of Gaddafi’s revolutionary reforms and investigates how families experienced the 

disappearances of their relatives. For Maryam and other families, the state’s violence is not 

properly acknowledged in a single incident but, rather, culminates in a series of losses and 

uncertainties that constitute the present.  
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Illustration 3. Poster of Maryam Shakaywa’s Brothers. A poster features Maryam’s 

brothers, Rafīq Al-Mizdahwī (right) and ‘Adal Al-Mizdahwī (left). The last name “Al-

Mizdahwī” that appears on the poster is a colloquial, shorthand way of referring to the 

family’s origins in the city of Mizdah (literally, “man of Mizdah”). The former died in the 

Abū Salīm Prison killing and the latter died in what has been collectively termed the 

“February 17th revolution” against the Gaddafi regime in 2011. Above the photos reads a 

Qur’ānic (8:46) verse, “in’a Allāh m‘a al-ṣabirīn” which means “Indeed God is with the 

patient ones.” As the image suggests, for the Shakaywa family the losses, though nearly 

fifteen years apart, are intimately connected and commemorated. Source: Maryam 

Shakaywa. 
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REVOLUTIONARY TIMES  

Maryam’s brother Rafīq disappeared in January of 1989 at which time there was a 

violent crackdown on any forms of perceived opposition to the prevailing regime. The 

suppression of dissent began shortly after Gaddafi seized power from the post-

independence monarchy in September 1969. The coup was primarily orchestrated and led 

by Gaddafi and eleven other low-level military figures who deemed themselves the “Free 

Unionist Officers,” modeled after the Free Officers Movement led by Egyptian President 

Jamāl ‘Abd Al-Nāṣr (St. John 2012). The coup transpired with little resistance from both 

the public and the Cyrenaica Defense Force, which had primarily developed in resistance 

to Italian colonialism and had become an organized armed force protecting the monarchy 

following independence in 1951 (Kingsberry 1943; Wright 1982). On September 1st, the 

Free Unionist Officers and their followers occupied key institutions in main coastal cities 

including airports and radio stations, from which Gaddafi announced the takeover:  

 
“People of Libya! In response to your own will, fulfilling your most heartfelt 
wishes, answering your incessant demands for change and regeneration and your 
longing to strive towards these ends; listening to your incitement to rebel, your 
armed forces have undertaken the overthrow of the reactionary and corrupt regime, 
the stench of which has sickened and horrified us all.” (Wright 1982; p. 119-120) 
 

At the time, King Muḥammad Idrīs ibn Muḥammad Al-Maḥdī Al-Sanūsī (hereafter 

referred to as King Idrīs), who had assumed power following the country’s independence 

from Italian colonialism in 1947 and subsequent statehood in 1951, was outside the country 

and was thereafter forced into exile in Egypt (Ahmida 1994; Ahmida 2005) Among the 

grievances outlined by Gaddafi against the king and his administration were what the coup 
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leaders regarded as a cordial relationship between the monarchy and foreign powers, the 

failure of the government to distribute oil revenue throughout society, and accusations that 

Libyan culture was being threatened by European influence, namely continued Italian 

presence in the country (Wright 1982).  

Dramatic signs of change were apparent as early as a year following the Gaddafi-

led military coup. In particular, political power was quickly concentrated among the group 

of Free Unionist Officers, who came to call themselves the Revolutionary Command 

Council (RCC), and especially in the figure of Gaddafi himself. Any political activity 

outside the context of spaces and institutions developed by Gaddafi and the RCC came to 

be restricted: “‘freedom’ in the Libyan Arab Republic would not include the right to form 

political parties (they were considered a bar to Arab unity), nor the right to a parliament 

(‘not necessary in a just and true society,’ according to Gaddafi), nor freedom of expression 

(except, possibly, at supervised public seminars)” (Wright 1982; p. 133). Along these lines, 

Gaddafi created the Arab Socialist Union (ASU) political party in 1971, which was “an 

official mass mobilization party,” of which Gaddafi was president, designed to advance 

and promote representation at local and regional levels (St. John 2012, p. 155). This 

political party became the only legal means of political organizing and death penalties were 

inflicted upon those who sought to organize outside the party, who were understood as 

opposing the revolution: “As Gadafi had always made plain, opposition parties would not 

be tolerated ‘because whoever is opposed to the revolution of the people is opposed to the 

people’” (Wright 1982, p. 177; emphasis added). The policing of political organization 
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outside the ASU was among the first instances of the regime seeking to eliminate political 

opposition. 

 A few years after creating the ASU, Gaddafi advanced his most dramatic political 

changes during a speech in the city Zūwāra, on the coast of northwestern Libya, in April 

of 1973. In his speech, Gaddafi called for a fundamental reordering of existing political 

structures and forms of representation and a full suspension of the legal system 

(Vandewalle 2006; Kawczynski 2010; Hilsum 2012; Wright 1982). This new political 

direction was designed, according to Gaddafi, to initiate a popular revolution by repealing 

and replacing existing law, removing all opponents to the revolution, transforming the 

administrative sector, arming people to protect the revolution, and eliminating ideas foreign 

to Libya (St. John 2012). The means to achieving these goals was articulated most 

concretely a few years later in the publication of Gaddafi’s self-authored treatise, Al-Kītāb 

Al-Akhḍar or The Green Book, which outlined his political philosophy and served as a 

guiding set of principles that structured the Libyan government. The book advocated for 

an alternative to Western style democracies and articulated a complex form of 

representation through hierarchies of committees. Local levels of representation occurred 

in Basic People’s Congresses (BPCs) where adults attended meetings, debated issues, and 

appointed working committees. Chairpersons and secretaries from BPCs then served at the 

next level of national General People’s Congresses (GPCs) (Wright 1982). Gaddafi 

referred to society based on this form of representation as a jamahīriyya: “a state that would 

be governed through the consultation and participation of the people” (Kawczynski 2010, 

p. 27).  
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  Despite this elaborate form of representation, power remained concentrated in very 

few hands. According to St. John (2012), many committees “became an adjunct of the 

security services, denouncing individuals critical of the revolution. In conjunction with 

their creation, a wave of arrests took place, targeting Libyans associated with Marxist, 

Baathist, Muslim Brotherhood, or other political circles, who had not satisfactorily 

associated themselves with regime policies” (p. 157). In many ways, this apparatus further 

facilitated surveillance at multiple levels that limited rather than expanded personal 

freedom and expression. Gaddafi himself made claims to no longer controlling the country, 

suggesting that political power belonged to the people. In reality, Gaddafi remained very 

much in control of state policy and, to protect the changes his administration advanced, the 

regime developed new forms of policing to limit and liquidate all forms of political 

opposition (Hilsum 2012). 

The key committee responsible for targeting dissidents and opponents of the regime 

was the lijān al-thawriyya, or Revolutionary Committees (RCs) Established in the 1970s, 

RCs were composed of ordinary citizens who were charged with “intensifying” and 

implementing Gaddafi’s revolutionary visions (Vandewalle 2006). These responsibilities 

amounted to a form of “ideological surveillance…guiding the masses and defending the 

revolution” (St. John 2012, p. 169). According to Anderson (1987), Gaddafi “decreed the 

establishment of the revolutionary committees to mobilize popular enthusiasm—by force 

if necessary” (p. 67; emphasis added). Over time, the RCs devolved into a paramilitary 

force disguised as ordinary citizens engaging in secret surveillance to gather information 

on citizens from neighbors, co-workers, and friends (Anderson 1987; Vandewalle 2006). 
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The RCs were established at all levels of government and, unlike other committees, 

reported directly to Gaddafi (St. John 2012). 

The expansion of the powers of the RCs in the late 1970s and 1980s reflected the 

growth in oppositional politics across the ideological spectrum. Only four months after the 

establishment of the RCs, the police arrested between three and four hundred individuals 

suspected of opposing the regime (Pargeter 2008). Alongside the Office for the Security of 

the Revolution, which was established in October of 1975, the RCs and Gaddafi himself 

“led a broad attack on all political opposition” (Wright 1982, p. 187). Attacks on the 

political opposition entailed surveillance of ordinary Libyan citizens, arrests, forced 

disappearances, imprisonment, public executions and extrajudicial killings (see Illustration 

4). One key institution that garnered special scrutiny from the state was the religious 

establishment and, by extension, anyone perceived to be closely aligned to it.   

THE POLITICS OF RELIGION 

 The Zūwāra speech in 1973 outlining a new way forward in Libya’s politics had 

far reaching effects that included new modes of engaging, and disengaging from, the 

religious establishment. Several family members, in both Tripoli and Benghāzī, with whom 

I spoke discussed the changes they observed as concerns the regime’s relationship to the 

religious establishment. In Benghāzī, these changes became particularly acute in the 1990s.  

On one level, Gaddafi made overtures towards possessing a spiritual connection to 

the Libyan desert and termed his leadership role in Libya in the prophetic language of 

“guide” as early as 1979 (Kawczynski 2010). This appeal to a religious aura is very much 
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connected to the legacies of the monarchy that was displaced by Gaddafi’s coup; Gaddafi 

sought to distinguish himself from the personality and politics of King Idrīs, who was 

viewed not only as a political figure but also as a religious one owing to his familial 

connection to a powerful religious movement that developed in eastern Libya decades 

earlier. 

That religious movement began to spread throughout the Cyrenaican plains. The 

movement, religious in outlook, was led by an Algerian scholar named Muḥammad ibn 

‘Ali Al-Sanūsī, who was originally from Oran in Algeria and traced his lineage to that of 

the Prophet Muḥammad (Pargeter 2012). Al-Sanūsī, who later came to be known as the 

Grand Sanūsī, developed a religious brotherhood and community. The Sanūsī brotherhood 

distinguished itself from other forms of Sufi mysticism and orthodox religious movements 

by emphasizing the development of a relationship with God through hard work, abstinence 

from stimulants, and moderation (El-Kikhia 1997). St. John (2012) describes the order as 

a “revivalist” in contrast to a “reformist” movement “dedicated to spreading religious 

enlightenment into areas where Islam was at best only lightly observed” (p. 48). As such, 

the order did not introduce novel forms of worship but instead sought to revisit and 

encourage basic Islamic principles and practices of the Prophet Muḥammad. 

The successful spread of the Sanūsī Order throughout Cyrenaica is attributable in 

part to the erection of lodges (from the Arabic zawiyya) along routes to the Hajj pilgrimage 

in Mecca. The lodges were developed first in the Ḥijāz region of contemporary Saudi 

Arabia and then spread westward, with the first lodge in Cyrenaica established in Al-Baiḍa’ 

in 1843 (Peters 1990). The lodges, serving initially as sites of rest for travelers en route to 
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Mecca, expanded16 into religious centers composed of schools, commercial and trade 

centers, courts to mediate disputes, and living quarters for the close followers and 

practitioners of the order who were known as the ikhwān, or brotherhood (El-Kikhia 1997).  

The dense development of the Sanūsī Order in eastern Libya rendered it “not only 

a dominant religious force but also the most important political force in Cyrenaica. The 

order acted as a kind of independent state, which at the peak of its power provided security, 

education and justice to the entire region” (Pargeter 2012; p. 21). It later became central to 

resisting Italian encroachment in Libya, which was one of the most violent colonial 

excursions of the period.17 Prominent among the leaders of the resistance was ‘Umar Al-

Mukhtār, a shaykh of the Sanūsī order who hailed from the small town of Janzūr, the site 

of one of the hundreds of Sanūsī lodges in eastern Libya (Pargeter 2012). Out-gunned and 

out-manned, Al-Mukhtār led eastern Libyans for nearly two decades in unconventional 

                                                
16 Accounts of the strategic development of the lodges differ. Evans-Pritchard (1949) argues that the Sanūsī 
Order developed lodges with the aim of appealing to and balancing power differences between tribes of 
different status and influence. In contrast, Peters (1990) argues that geography and the rich resources of the 
plateau facilitated more economic stability for lodges to develop in contrast to arid desert areas. Regardless 
of the specific motivations for the development of the lodges, their proliferation across Cyrenaica 
incorporated nearly all of the tribes of the region (El-Kikhia 1997).  
17 Italy, which lacked the ambitious colonial expansion characteristic of Britain and France, held a symbolic 
sense of historical entitlement to Libya poised Italy to seek colonial expansion in North Africa. Italian affinity 
towards the area of contemporary Libya is exemplified in the statements of its intellectuals and military 
figures; Italian poet Giovanni Pascoli claimed a historic right to Libya stating “We were already there…we 
left signs that not even the Berbers, the Bedouins and the Turks could erase; signs of our humanity and 
civilization, signs…that we are not Berbers, Bedouins and Turks. We are returning” (quoted in Fuller 1988). 
The brutality of Italian colonialism was especially acute the in eastern region of Libya where “a no-holds-
barred campaign of brutality, starvation and terror [was] waged against the Bedouin of Cyrenaica, who were 
not as easily governed as the urban Tripoitanians.” (Fuller 2000; p. 123). In terms of the scope of the violence, 
numerical comparisons do not capture the full reality of the lethal quality of Italy’s colonization of Libya; it 
is estimated that between 250,000-300,000 died under Italian rule, which constitutes nearly a third of Libya’s 
population in the early nineteenth century (Vandewalle 2006). 
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warfare18 against Italian forces through surprise attacks and a superior knowledge of the 

terrain of the Green Mountains (Khadduri 1963).  

Following World War II and the end to Italian colonialism, Libyan statehood was 

recognized by the United Nations on December 24, 1951. Under this new system, Idrīs was 

appointed head of the United Kingdom of Libya and served as both a traditional religious 

figure and the political head of state (El-Kikhia 1997). It was in sharp contrast to this 

political context, which had formerly privileged religious establishments as sources of 

political power, that Gaddafi sought to establish his authority and diminish existing axes 

of political power. This effort included the closure of an Islamic university founded by the 

monarchical family in Al-Baiḍa’ (Wright 1982). In addition, in 1981, Law No. 16 was 

promulgated specifically to abolish religiously endowed property,19 “effectively 

undermining the limited economic power the religious leadership in Libya still possessed” 

(Pargeter 2008; St. John 2012, p. 173). This legislation was in part tied to the suppression 

of kin groups and legacies of the monarchy as Qadhāfī was intent on “dismantling the 

existing religious elites that had been allied to the sufi-oriented Sanusi order” (Pargeter 

2008, p. 84). 

This sustained effort on the part of Gaddafi and the RCC to diminish political 

authority of the religious establishment was furthered by controversial revisions to laws 

                                                
18 Tribes played an integral role in volunteering young men as fighters and by paying tithes for weapons, 
food, and materials necessary to maintain the resistance movement. The eastern Libyan resistance was 
organized around a system of shifts (dūr) in which only 700 fighters were engaged at any one time (El-Kikhia 
1997).  
19 This property is referred to as either waqf in most English language writings on Libyan law during this 
period or as habous, which has appeared in Italian writings on obstacles to colonization (Medici 2011). 
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related to gender, specifically women’s rights and their incorporation into the military. 

While the regime sought to incorporate more sharī‘a-based punishments into the law 

during the 1970s, Hinz (2002) suggests that the purported “Islamization” of the penal code 

constituted little more than an overture on the part of the administration in the interest of 

popular support; once such support was secured, however, the regime promulgated 

legislation in accordance with the principles of Gaddafi’s own vision. Such legislation 

included raising the legal age for marriage to 20 for men and women, a policy met with 

skepticism on the part of families who had historically arranged matrimony for their 

daughters at much younger ages.  

Another policy sharply felt by the religious establishment and citizens more 

generally were legal promulgations that required women to serve in the state military, 

which, alongside other measures, caused many Libyan citizens and members of the 

religious establishment to view Gaddafi as a threat to their Islamic faith (Anderson 1986a 

and 1986b). Fāiza Zūbī, who is Head of Women’s and Social Affairs in the Benghāzī 

branch of the family association and was one of the early organizers in the association. Her 

brother, ‘Abd Al-Karīm Zūbī, whom she describes with affection as tū’am rūḥī or her “soul 

mate,” was imprisoned once in 1991 and was forcibly disappeared from Benghāzī in 1993. 

Over the course of several conversations, Fāiza reflected on the changes she witnessed in 

her daily life as Gaddafi experimented with different policies. Upon entering high school, 

Fāiza encountered the relatively new policies of women’s conscription into military 

training. Fāiza recalls observing other women wearing military uniforms but herself 

refusing to wear them: 
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So it was, I remember, he [Gaddafi]…he would hit high schools, he would hit them 
with military conscription….So, when I passed middle school and was entering 
high school, high school required that you wear their [military] clothes….I would 
not wear the military outfit…I studied and I entered the university without being 
under his probe, without being under his tyranny or the imposition of his views.  

 
Fāiza’s refusal to wear military outfits was a way of defying the state’s reach into her life 

and was also, for her, an important exercise in maintaining her faith. Among the criticisms 

emerging from the religious establishment was what they regarded as a problematic 

recasting of Islamic values and reinterpretation of the Qur’an in socialist terms as well as 

Gaddafi’s exaltation of his own political treatise, The Green Book, to the status of the 

Qur’an (Wright 1982).  

While the religious establishment viewed Gaddafi as a heretic, Gaddafi viewed the 

religious establishment with great skepticism as a source of potential opposition and 

dissidence. Nazīha keenly recalls the period before her brother’s disappearance as a time 

of antagonism between Gaddafi and the religious establishment: 

Of course it came during the period of the eighties, the beginning of the…he, 
Mu‘amar, here’s what he did. He used to distort religion….Mu‘amar issued a 
program called…the movement was called ‘Revolutionizing the Pulpits.’ I mean, 
not just any person could be at the pulpit. They had to be from the Revolutionary 
Committees….He would bring down the imām and he would say ‘You are a stray 
imām’ and this was the beginning of the bringing down of the religious leaders from 
here. 

 
The policy of neutralizing the power of religious figures described by Nazīha is paralleled 

in other policies that sought to divorce the ‘ulama’ (Islamic scholars and leaders) from 

politics. These policies included specifically prohibiting them from speaking on political 

matters and encouraging people to engage in ijtihād, a use of independent reasoning to 

interpret the meaning of Qur’anic verses, for themselves rather than consulting with 
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‘ulama’ (Kawczynski 2010). Gaddafi stated in May 1975, “Sermons on Fridays must deal 

with matters which man has come to the mosque to seek, which are prayer and God’s 

remembrance only” (Deeb 1994; emphasis added p. 191), emphasizing how they should be 

apolitical in nature. The Libyan state also destroyed the physical infrastructure of the 

religious establishment by demolishing mosques, such as the small mosque of Sīdī Ḥamūda 

to expand a Tripoli downtown main square, previously referred to as the Martyr’s Square 

and later as the Green Square during Gaddafi’s tenure, from which Gaddafi would make 

public speeches (Pargeter 2012).  

 These measures, however, had the unintended consequence of drawing people 

further into the fold of the religious establishment for the purposes of organizing against 

the regime. According to Hilsum (2012), “As the Guide [Gaddafi] invoked Islam less, 

religion became a vehicle for dissent. You couldn’t oppose Gaddafi, but it was well known 

that the ‘ulama’ saw him as a heretic, partly because of his views on women and marriage, 

but more because he set himself up as an alternative religious authority, once even 

describing himself as the ‘imam [religious leader] of the Muslims’” (p. 69). In her account 

of resisting the military fatigues imposed upon her in high school, which she viewed as 

inappropriate for women, Fāiza cast her understanding of Gaddafi’s repression as a call to 

faith: 

 
God sends the tyrant, maybe so all this leaves people to return to the rules of 
religion, to return to God’s law. 
 

Fāiza’s understanding of the regime’s politics as a forced departure from religion is a way 

of reconceptualizing and discovering a new purpose and meaning in the state’s, and 
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Gaddafi’s, violence. In this way, faith remains central to many of the families as they make 

sense of four long decades of authoritarian leadership. The focus on faith also lends to 

families a way of communicating and renegotiating the meaning of piety as it relates to the 

lives of their loved ones. Many of the individuals who were forcibly disappeared by the 

Libyan state, particularly in a spate of arrests in the latter part of the 1980s, were regarded 

as potential orchestrators of opposition simply because they embodied piety and were 

observant of Qur’an and Sunna-based prescriptions as it related to prayer and dress.  

 The targeting and forced disappearance of men who were regarded as organizing 

under the rubric of Islam was also undertaken in other states in North Africa during this 

period, especially in Egypt, Tunisia, and Algeria. In Egypt, individuals organizing in 

religious terms were violently forced underground through their exclusion from 

participating in popular elections in the form of parties and organizations. The Muslim 

Brotherhood was even deemed to be a “terrorist organization” by the Ḥosnī Mūbārak 

regime (Campagna 1996). Similarly, in Tunisia President Zayn Al-‘Ābidīn Bin ‘Alī 

targeted members of the political group, Al Jama‘a Al-Islamiyya (currently known as the 

Ḥarakat an-Nahḍah or, simply, as Ennahda ) in the early 1990s, which was inspired by the 

Muslim Brotherhood (Allani 2009). In Algeria, the government relentlessly targeted and 

disappeared over 3000 people who it deemed to be “Islamist terrorists” in addition to “the 

regime’s ‘older enemies,’ such as journalists, intellectuals and other non-Islamist 

opponents” (Schwarz 2002; p. 63).  

In Libya, arrests were facilitated by a wide-scale surveillance of expressions of 

piety, particularly among men, which compels us to recognize the sociological aspects of 
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forced disappearance that makes certain people vulnerable to state violence at particular 

moments. 

POLICING PIOUS MASCULINITY 

The marginalization of the religious establishment and the promulgation of new 

laws and policies that were perceived at odds with Islamic-based teachings agitated some 

sectors of the Libyan public. Accordingly, the 1980s witnessed the formation of groups 

under the rubric of Islam that were dedicated to opposing Gaddafi and his regime. The 

threat of such organizations20 was addressed by the regime through a series of arrests that 

were especially concentrated in the late 1980s. This period of mass arrests21, particularly 

the large numbers arrested in 1989, has been termed has been termed “the regime’s arrest 

campaign of 1989” and “the repression of 1989” (Pargeter 2008, p. 95). Given her own 

brother’s disappearance in 1989 and the disappearance of many of her friends’ relatives 

during this time frame, Maryam refers to this series of arrests as the “campaign of the 

1270.” Her nomination indicates the intentionality behind the arrests and simultaneously 

                                                
20 A number of organizations oppositional to Gaddafi and his policies developed over the course of several 
decades, a number of which made claims to an Islamic identity. These groups included, among others, “The 
Revolutionary Council of the Prophet of God” based in Cairo (Wright 1982); “Ḥarakat Al-Shuhda Al-
Islāmiyya” (Islamic Martyrs Movement), “Anṣār Allāh” (Followers of God) (Ronen 2002); “Ḥarakat Al-
Tajama’ Al-Islāmi” (Islamic Gathering Movement), “Ḥarakat Al-Jīhād” (The Jihad Movement) (Pargeter 
2008). The most resilient among these types of organizations was called “Al-Jama’ Al-Islāmiyya Al-Maqatīla 
Al-Lībiyya” or Libyan Islamic Fighting Group (LIFG). This group, unlike others, was largely a militant force, 
launching attacks on Gaddafi and security personnel and composed of experienced cohorts of men who had 
themselves fought against Soviets in Afghanistan (Chorin 2012; Pargeter 2008).  
21 Amid the domestic repression of individuals organizing under the rubric of Islam, Egyptian members of 
the Muslim Brotherhood were repatriated to Egypt despite having been protected from persecution by the 
monarchy years before (Pargeter 2008). 
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alludes to the eventual mass killing at Abū Salīm Prison in the mid-1990s, which claimed 

the lives of many men who were initially arrested in the latter half of the 1980s.  

The concentration of arrests and forced disappearances in the 1980s in Libya 

highlights the significance of the transnational in the practice of forced disappearance. 

Forced disappearance is generally treated as a domestic phenomenon and analyses are 

restricted to single cases.22 By studying forced disappearance almost exclusively as a 

domestic or regional phenomenon, the possibility that globalization, the process of 

“worldwide economic, social, cultural, and political expansion and integration,” and 

transnational forces play an important role in determining who is disappeared, and why, is 

overlooked (Chow 2003; p. 444). Disappearances during the 1970s and 1980s correspond 

to the period of the Cold War, which is regarded by some as an important contributor to 

the emergence of globalization.23 Many of those forcibly disappeared, especially in Latin 

America, were abducted and extra-judicially killed for their involvement in dissident 

politics related to communism and socialism (Figueroa Ibarra 2006). Rozema (2011) has 

recently made this connection with regard to forced disappearances by paramilitaries in 

Latin America. I extend Rozema’s (2011) argument about the relevance of globalization to 

recent disappearances by emphasizing how transnational forces are also a key factors in 

                                                
22 There are a few exceptions; some studies have addressed the issue of forced disappearance across multiple 
states, generally in Latin America (Loveman 1998; Scarpaci & Frazier 1993; Schirmer 1989).  
23 Lynn (2013) states that “globalization did not succeed or supersede the Cold War, but emerged from it 
through the rapid increase in the speed, scale, and scope of transnational linkages, fueled largely by 
developments in the communications, transportation, and international agreements during the years 1945 to 
1989” (p. 584).  



 69 

disappearances dating to the 1980s.24 In the Libyan case, some opponents of Gaddafi joined 

Afghan militias, which were financially supported by the U.S. due to Cold War interests, 

to fight against the Soviet Union in the 1980s. Arabs were recruited from around the Middle 

East and North Africa to participate in this conflict: “Outside of Pakistan, the Arab 

countries were the main source of volunteers, who became known as Afghan-Arabs….A 

network of recruitment centers were set up, linking key points in the Arab world—Egypt 

and Saudi Arabia—with Pakistan” (Mamdani 2004; p. 131). Upon their return to their 

home countries those who came to be known as “Arab Afghans” were regarded as threats 

to the prevailing regimes. The transnational character of their commitment to Muslim 

causes, and a broader Muslim community or umma rather than the national, was an 

important characteristic in their being deemed targets for state surveillance and liquidation. 

Recognition of the role that transnationalism plays in enforced disappearance can further 

illuminate other sociological variables that come to bear on who is forcibly disappeared in 

different political and sociological contexts, such as religion and gender.  

In terms of religion, an important quality of the mass arrests in Libya were that they 

were broad in scale and targeted anyone perceived as religious even if there was no 

definitive proof that the individual was engaged in organizing against the regime. Secret 

security forces, namely the RCs, pursued a broad-scale and relentless course of violent 

intervention in the very practice of religion in Libya. Nazīha describes Gaddafi’s harsh 

rhetoric about people who exhibited piety in Libya: 

                                                
24 A consideration of the roles of globalization and transnationalism in enforced disappearance is in keeping 
with recent shifts within globalization studies to recognize its uneven effects “upon women, men, different 
ethnic and racial groups and classes, and different regional and national contexts” (Freeman 2001; p. 1011).  
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He used to come down on chapters [of the Qur’an and Sunna] about those who are 
puritanical. He would come down on chapters on the beard. He would stay of them 
that they were people with lice [in their hair]. 
 

According to Nazīha, Islam and those who subscribed to its teachings through bodily 

comportment were frequently denigrated by Gaddafi. “Anyone with signs of religion” was 

vulnerable, she said, and such signs included: 

Those who had a beard and wore [short] trousers…[and] those who committed 
going to the fajar [early dawn] and ‘ishā’ [late evening] prayers [as opposed to mid-
day and sunset prayers] 

 
The donning of a long beard is a practice among men who seek to emulate the ways and 

appearance of the Prophet Muḥammad. These adoptions of the prophet’s manners garnered 

such men the collective label jama‘a al-sunna or “group of the sunna” by many of the 

security forces who ultimately surveilled and arrested them and regarded them as potential 

opponents of the regime.  

In keeping with signs of religiosity, mosques across Libya, especially in the eastern 

part of the country where oppositional politics had been especially active, became sites of 

surveillance. Specifically attendance at the early dawn prayer was regarded among the RCs 

as a sign of religiosity and, for the state, evidence enough of plausible involvement with 

Islam-based oppositional political movements. In this way, mosques became a site of 

surveillance by the RCs and the amn al-dākhilī, or internal security forces. While 

individuals may fulfill their religious obligations of five daily prayers at home, those who 

made the effort to attend prayers at the mosques, particularly in the early dawn or late 

evening, were deemed especially religious and garnered suspicion.  
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The early dawn and late evening more generally, often upon people’s departure 

from or return to their homes from prayer, was also a key time of apprehending them. A 

practice that makes clear surveillance at mosques was routine. Prior to narrating her brother 

Rafīq’s disappearance, Maryam highlighted the “campaign” against pious individuals in 

her neighborhood, including a shaykh who was known for critiquing Gaddafi publicly: 

We have a shaykh of the masjid here, who is renowned, Muḥammad Al-Aqbī…he 
was a well-educated imām. He would go out and he would go off on Mu‘amar – 
that Mu‘amar isn’t cutting it, Mu‘amar this and that. It was normal, he wasn’t 
afraid. So this shaykh, on Wednesday during the fajar prayer, a battalion came for 
him. They surrounded his house and they took him. 

 
Maryam’s discussion of the arrest of Muḥammad Al-Aqbī at his home illustrates that, as 

one would expect, individuals who spoke openly against the regime, and Gaddafi in 

particular, were vulnerable to arrest. The fact that he was taken from his home during the 

time around the fajar prayer also further underlines the focus on the part of the security 

forces on expressions of piety exemplified by observance of the early dawn prayer. 

In speeches to the public, Qadhāfī extended the regime’s targeting of pious men to 

openly encourage the general population, especially students, to take matters of persecuting 

such men into their own hands: “If you know anyone who is one of [them], then he should 

be killed and liquidated exactly like a dog – without a trial. Do not be afraid. Nobody will 

arrest you or put you on trial if you kill a heretic” (Ronen 2002, p. 6). This violence was 

further made legible to the public in televised executions of suspected members of Islamic 

movements in the late 1980s (Ronen 2002). These executions occasionally took place in 

public and were broadcast during the holy month of Ramaḍān, a time of fasting and prayer 

among Muslims, to further provoke and insult religious leaders and pious citizens. 
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 The policing and, ultimately, the disappearance of men from the western to the 

eastern coasts of Libya throughout the late 1980s, whether or not they were clearly part of 

any oppositional politics or had voiced dissent against the prevailing regime, illustrates 

how piety and gender were key characteristics in this process. I term the disappearance of 

men during this period as a practice in the policing of an “embodied pious masculinity,” a 

concept that is developed to account for a type of disappearance in the Libyan context but 

certainly transcends it.25 It was through the embodiment of religious values, read through 

grooming and dress habits as well as routines of prayer, that cohorts of men in the late 

1980s were arrested and forcibly disappeared. It is important to note that men were not the 

only individuals vulnerable to arrest and imprisonment; women were arrested by the 

regime as well and forcibly disappeared though they were often abducted and subjected to 

sexual violence (Cojean 2013) or were arrested in order to coerce and intimidate male 

partners and family members, as has been observed in other cases throughout North Africa 

such as Tunisia (Gall 2015; Reidy 2015).  

                                                
25 Several North African states have been implicated in forcibly disappearing individuals who organized 
under the rubric of Islam. In Egypt, members of the Muslim Brotherhood were violently threatened with 
disappearance and were excluded from participating in popular elections; many more have been forcibly 
disappeared following the ousting of the first democratically elected president, Muḥammad Mursī in 2013 
(Ismail and Walsh 2016). In addition, following 9/11, the United States utilized the practice of enforced 
disappearance to arrest individuals in the U.S. suspected of belonging to or financially supporting terrorist 
organizations; suspicion was often read on the bodies of Muslims who were later proved to have no 
connections to terrorism (Brzezinski 2002). Although the U.S. government “has not reported how many men 
were detained after 9/11, but at least 1,147 were detained in November 2001. Of those, three were charged 
with terrorism-related crimes” (Migration News 2002). In addition, according to Wikileaks documents, the 
U.S. developed a robust rendition program following 9/11. These documents make clear the implementation 
of a U.S.-orchestrated program to forcibly disappear and interrogate “terror suspects in third-party countries” 
though these suspects were often political dissidents who had organized under the rubric of religion in their 
home countries (Wedeman 2011; Human Rights Watch 2012). 
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 State violence, especially forced disappearance, generally targets men. Connell 

(1987) mobilizes state statistics on arrest and imprisonment to argue that “When the state 

is considered a repressive apparatus, it is clear that the main objects of physical repression 

are men” (p. 128). Connell cites exceptional cases in which the state has orchestrated 

violence en masse against women but underlines that “the most persisting and general uses 

of state force are by men against men” (p. 128). Connell (1987) refers to this as evidence 

of the significance of gender in state-society relations and writes that “The state both 

institutionalizes hegemonic masculinity and expends great energy in controlling it….The 

military and coercive apparatus has to be understood in terms of relationships between 

masculinities” (p. 128). From this perspective, conflicts in masculinity are partly 

responsible for the gendered repression of some sectors of the population.26  

 Connell’s (1987) perspective on state repression as gendered and designed to target 

men is echoed in findings about the gendered distribution of individuals who are forcibly 

disappeared. According to a study published by the United Nations Working Group on 

Enforced and Involuntary Disappearance (UN WGEID) (2015), “women and children 

represent a minority of the disappeared…” (p. 8).27 In the case of Argentina, it is estimated 

                                                
26 The issue of transnationalism is again relevant here in terms of gender; Connell (2000) argues that 
globalization and all that it entails ought to be understood as bringing further into focus a “world gender 
order,” which is “the structure of relationships that interconnect the gender regimes of institutions, and the 
gender orders of a local society, on a world scale” (p. 41). In this global gender order, the possibility exists 
for the reordering and reconstituting of masculinities and gender meanings. The unequal vectors of power 
mean that certain masculinities will be institutionalized and dominant, termed “hegemonic masculinities,” in 
a way that may subordinate and marginalize other masculinities (Connell 1987). This is a prescient point that 
requires greater attention and dovetails well with how religion, particularly after 9/11, has become policed 
and repressed in new ways that are global in scale. 
27 It is important to note that in the cases of disappeared women, women’s rights are “disproportionately 
affected with this violation takes place” (UN WGEID 2015). Women face physical abuse including sexual 
violence and are vulnerable to a range of health concerns, such as pregnancy.  
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that approximately one quarter of disappeared persons were women (Scarpaci and Frazier 

1993). While no aggregated data currently exist that attest to the specific gendered 

dimensions of disappearance in different countries, reports from individual countries make 

clear that the practice, as reported to the UN, prevails among men. In addition, recent calls 

within the UN WGEID have sought to prioritize the state reporting of data on gender and 

have made overtures toward understanding disappearance from a gendered perspective that 

encompasses not only the gender of the disappeared but the gendered effects of 

disappearance on families and women left behind (United Nations 2012; UN WGEID 

2012a and 2012b). The necessity of understanding forced disappearance as gendered 

extends to sexuality; enforced disappearance of gay men and women throughout Latin 

America is a well-documented phenomena (Guajardo 2004).  

  In the Libyan case, gendered disappearance intersects28 with religious expression, 

which has been a source of persecution and discrimination cross-nationally.29 The policing 

of an embodied pious masculinity, as I identify in the Libyan case, extends to other settings 

and has recently been justified in the vocabulary of thwarting potential religious extremism. 

For instance, the British government has recently faced criticism for developing a 

                                                
28 An approach that seeks to understand the interrelationships between sociological categories has come to 
be known as “intersectionality.” The term “intersectionality” was introduced through discussions of black 
women’s employment by Kimberlé Crenshaw in 1989 (Yuval-Davis 2006). Crenshaw (1991) later expanded 
on the notion “intersectionality” to refer to the how particular categories, race and gender in her study, interact 
to produce experiences that cannot be understood exclusively from the perspective an individual’s race or 
gender. The theoretical perspective of intersectionality has been critiqued from a variety of perspectives; 
namely, categories are can be taken as given and re-appropriated without a critical assessment of what and 
who marshals the categories themselves (Salem 2013). 
29 More recently, Chinese authorities have sought measures to ban Islamic clothing and long beards in public 
places in the predominantly Muslim province of Xinjiang in China, where those who do not comply face 
police sanction. In at least one case, an Uyghur Muslim man was sentenced to prison for six years because 
he had a long beard (AFP 2014; Al Jazeera and AFP 2015).  
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“deradicalization” program called “Prevent,” which requires state workers, including 

teachers and social workers, to report signs of “radicalization” (Verkeik 2015). Scholars 

have concluded that this program implicates particular forms of religious embodiment, 

including long beards among men, as signs of terrorism and are part of a broader trend in 

Islamophobia. In this case, like the Libyan case, a particular pious masculinity is ascribed 

an oppositional politics by the government and is sanctioned. 

 The Libyan state took the policing of pious masculinity a step further by not only 

arresting individuals suspected of belonging to, or sympathizing with, groups organizing 

under the rubric of Islam but also forcibly disappearing them, a unique action of state 

repression distinct from incarceration or even execution. 

THE ACT OF DISAPPEARANCE 

Disappearance and Life/Death 

Unlike mass arrests or executions, disappearance has different functions for the 

state and produces a series of intended and unintended consequences, such as re-

entrenching networks and creating collaborative relationships among neighbors, that often 

extend beyond the state’s direct control. In her exploration of the meaning of absence in 

social life, Gordon (2008) considers disappearance as representing a type of liminality 

between life and death. Although death may eventuate from an individual’s disappearance, 

as many cases across the Southern Cone attest, Gordon (2008) argues that disappearance 

cannot be properly understood as a type of death; in contrast, disappearance is a distinct 

form of power and repression that “transgresses the distinction between the living and the 



 76 

dead” (p. 127). In this way, Gordon (2008) argues, the state that disappears is in the 

business of “producing ghosts” who engage in what she terms a “haunting” that “is 

specifically designed to break down the distinctions between visibility and invisibility, 

certainty and doubt, life and death that we normally use to sustain an ongoing and more or 

less dependable existence” (p. 126).  

The act of disappearance is, therefore, an act in troubling many of the very 

fundamental binaries that serve as the infrastructure of our daily lives. The ambiguity 

introduced by disappearance and the uncertainty that defines it inspire Gordon’s (2008) 

vocabularies of apparition.30 It is also important to emphasize the transformation in the 

political meaning of a subject disappeared, which, Gordon (2008) states “have lost all 

social and political identity, no bureaucratic records, no funerals, no memorials, no bodies, 

nobody” (80). In other words, the act of disappearance de-politicizes an individual, which 

is an important act when attempting to suppress political opposition. In this way, Gordon 

(2008) emphasizes the transformation to meanings of life and death brought about by 

disappearance and focuses on the present: the quality of “haunting” pervades and casts a 

shadow upon the present, despite its quality as absence, and renders the disappeared 

suspended in the public’s collective memory. 

 The uncertainty that characterizes disappearance is reflected in the narrations of 

Libyan families as they discuss the moments in which their relatives were abducted by 

Libyan security forces. Most families conclude their discussions of their relatives’ 

                                                
30 Bell (1997) addresses the importance of considering absence in sociological study of meanings attached 
to particular places and also draws on the vocabulary of the “ghost.”  
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disappearances with the statement that they “no longer had news of him” or no longer saw 

him after he was taken from the family home, local masjid, or from his workplace. In this 

way, the disappeared member of the family continues to exist but his whereabouts and 

details about his circumstances are no longer accessible; the disappearance, while troubling 

the certainty of the family as concerns an individual’s safety, nevertheless maintains the 

possibility that he continues to live on.  

Alongside debates about ambiguity as concerns death and life in the act of 

disappearance is the place of memory. For centuries, memory has been a contested site that 

empires and states have conspired to control. In Rome as early as the first century, the 

practice of “damnatio memoriae,” or “damnation of memory,” was the institutionalized 

“forgetting” of a member of a community, generally a former leader. Rather than simply 

bestowing a death sentence upon someone who had fallen out of favor, the Senate 

condemned an individual to be forgotten. Often at the direction of a newly minted ruler 

and responding to the will of publics, monuments were defaced and commemorations were 

reinscribed to efface from the public all legacies of a former leader or member of the 

community. Extensions of this practice continue well into the present; recently, for 

instance, Egyptian courts mandated the erasure of any written or visual references to former 

Egyptian President Hosni Mubarak and his wife, Suzanne Mubarak, from all public statues, 

signs, and buildings following the demonstrations in the 2011 Arab Uprisings that 

ultimately led to his resignation from office (Bond 2011).  

 The act of forced disappearance, and its attendant uncertainties and ambiguities, 

also troubles the politics of memory. Taussig (1992) suggests that the work of 
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disappearance does not aim to destroy memory but, rather, seeks the “relocation and 

refunctioning of collective memory” (p. 48). Taussig (1992) writes: 

The State’s interest is in keeping memory of public political protest, and memory 
of the sadistic and cruel violence unleashed against it, alive!...The memory of 
protest, and the violence enacted against it by the State, best serves the official 
forces of repression when the collective nature of that memory is broken, when it 
is fragmented and located not in the public sphere but in the private fastness of the 
individual self or of the family. There it feeds fear. There it feeds nightmares 
crippling the capacity for public protest and spirited intelligent opposition. (p. 48) 

 
From this perspective, the state fragments both the memory of violence and dissidence such 

that it no longer resides in the public but is individualized and reduced to the individual 

family member. The fragmentation, Taussig (1992) suggests, is facilitated by the 

production of fear on the part of the state. Fear is, therefore, an important quality of 

disappearance and can be said to be one of its key functions. This fragmentation, however, 

can never be complete. 

 In the Libyan context, neighbors and extended family members were often as close 

to the experiences of the disappearances as were members of a nuclear family. The 

production of fear by the internal security forces often extended into entire neighborhoods 

and, as a consequence, neighbors collaborated together to inform one another of who 

belonged to the internal security forces, who were often dressed as ordinary citizens, and 

even offered shelter to young men in the neighborhood who were being sought by the state. 

In this way, collective memory was not fractured and reduced to the individual family but 

saturated entire neighborhoods, especially because disappearances were often preceded by 

days and weeks of surveillance in specific areas of a neighborhood.  
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Before Disappearance: Warning Signs 

Forced disappearances in Libya began in earnest in the late 1970s and especially 

throughout the 1980s. One of the early and most prominent cases involved the 

disappearance not of a Libyan citizen but of an Iranian-Lebanese Shia leader named Mūsa 

Al-Ṣadr, who disappeared on a trip to Libya in 1978. The circumstances of his 

disappearance remain unknown though Gaddafi maintained that Al-Ṣadr boarded a flight 

departing Libya. The regime and has offered his family compensation but the family 

refused and has instead pursued legal action; Gaddafi had refused to appear for questioning 

in Lebanon (Al Jazeera 2005).  

In 1980, the Shaykh Muḥammad Al-Bushtī, who was then Grand Mufti of Tripoli, 

disappeared following his public announcement of support for the Muslim Brotherhood. 

Rumors circulated that he was later tortured and murdered (Kawczynski 2010). The 

disappearance of Al-Bushtī accounts for one of thousands of forced disappearances in 

Libya over the next decade. Outside of the disappearances of well-known figures in Libya, 

such as Shaykh Al-Bushtī, very little information exists about how disappearances were 

carried out and how they were experienced by families, some of whom witnessed the 

disappearances of their loved ones and perceived the changing atmosphere in their 

neighborhoods. 

 Nearly all of the families with whom I spoke experienced the disappearance of their 

relatives in 1989, with a handful of disappearances having occurred after this date, as late 

as 1995. For some, this was not the first time that their relatives encountered the state’s 

violence; a few men had been imprisoned before for evading mandatory military service, 
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for instance. While several family members only experienced the disappearance of one 

family member, others experienced the disappearance of multiple nuclear family members 

and in-laws. In terms of the disappearances, the families delineated different modes of 

disappearance—from an individual’s home early in the morning or late in the evening, 

upon their departure to or return from the local masjid, or at another time of day, such as 

when he was returning home from work. Several family members detailed a period of 

unfamiliar phone calls or visits inquiring about their loved one’s whereabouts or asking to 

speak with him.  

 Nazīha, whose twenty-three year old brother Muḥammad disappeared on the ninth 

of February in 1989, recalled that the night before his disappearance, the atmosphere in her 

neighborhood was unsettling: 

The day before the night he was arrested, you felt that the atmosphere was not 
natural. You felt that strange telephone calls came: “Hello, is Muḥammad there?” 
“Hello, is Muḥammad there?” [and then the person would hang up]...We told him 
[Muḥammad] “You know, there’s something strange in the air. Come here [home] 
now.” We knew of others whom they had seized. And then someone came and 
knocked on the door. Dad said, “He told me ‘Where’s Muḥammad?’ and I said to 
him ‘Muḥammad is not here.’ He then left….He came with the impression of being 
a friend of Muḥammad.  

 
On the eve of his disappearance, Muḥammad was at a friend’s home while his family 

fielded the unexpected phone calls and visits from members of the internal security forces 

who sought to ascertain his location. As Nazīha notes, her family was aware of other men 

who had been seized by the state as 1989 was a key year in the forced disappearance of 

men who embodied a pious masculinity.  



 81 

 Maryam describes a similar experience in her neighborhood of Abū Salīm, where 

two days before Rafīq’s disappearance on Friday, the local īmam was forcibly disappeared. 

In a tempered and quivering voice, Maryam details her brother sense that he was being 

watched at the fajar prayer the day before his disappearance and an unfamiliar call before 

Rafīq attended the Friday ṣalāt al-jam‘a, or collective mid-day prayer, the day he 

disappeared: 

It rang, the telephone rang and we said “Who is it?” and he said “I am Ali” [Maryam 
pauses]. “Tell him [Rafīq] that I, I am Ali.” So, we told him, “Someone named Ali 
wants you, dear, on the phone.” He came and he found the speaker silent. There 
was no one. 

 
Calls of intimidation preceded the disappearances of both Muḥammad and Rafīq in Tripoli 

while in the case of Nagiyya ‘Umar Al-Qishṭī, whose brother Ṣādiq (see Illustration 4) was 

never seen again after 1995, the inquiries were subtler.  
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Illustration 4: Framed Photograph of Ṣādiq 'Umar Al-Qishṭī. This framed photograph was 

created following the February 2011 uprising as it features red, black, and green flag of the 

monarchical period that was readopted during the uprising. Above Ṣādiq’s photograph 

reads “Allāhu akbar” meaning “God is great.” At the bottom of the framed photograph 

reads “Al-shahīd Ṣādiq 'Umar Al-Qishṭī. Shahīd majazara Abū Salīm” meaning “The 

martyr Ṣādiq 'Umar Al-Qishṭī. Martyr of the slaughter of Abū Salīm.” Source: Nagiyya 

'Umar Al-Qishṭī. 

 According to Nagiyya, the family’s neighborhood of Al-Darībī, northwest of 

notorious Abū Salīm Prison, had acquired the reputation in the 1990s of being an area that 

attracted the type of young man who was targeted by the regime: 

We were in the area, you could say, in Al-Darībī where there was a group of young 
men who were committed, who used to pray fajar and ‘ishā’ prayers. So they were 
a group, I mean, most people used to call them “heretics.” They were the “group of 
the sunna.” They used to know each other and they would pray. That’s it, I mean. 
They would call them heretics and stray dogs.  

 
The terms “heretics” and “stray dogs” were commonly used by Gaddafi to refer to men 

whom he suspected organized against the regime; the latter term extended beyond 

individuals who organized under the rubric of Islam to include dissidents and exiles living 

overseas and outside Libya. The neighborhood’s reputation for “heretics” attracted the 

presence of the internal security, which on the afternoon of August 12, 1995 arrived at 

Nagiyya’s family home disguised as personnel from an electricity company:  

I remember that it was the twelfth day of August and a group, they came to the 
house. They were in the car that had written on it “Electricity.” They brought us a 
paper that requested from us the family book because they wanted to be sure who 
was living in the house. They said, “We’re electricians. There’s a machine that we 
need to take a look at.” Of course, the Libyan people were afraid that they could 
get cut off them their electricity and so forth…So, so my mom brought out just a 
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paper, not even the family book, and they go “Ah! You are the house of so and so.” 
My mom came out and she started, “Now they’re going to cut us off, they’re going 
to cut the electricity off on us.”  

 
Nagiyya implies that the security forces posed as electricians merely wanted to confirm the 

presence of her brother, Ṣādiq, as a member of the household through requesting to see the 

family book. The family book, kutīb al-‘āīla, was a booklet, akin to a passport, issued by 

the Libyan state. The booklet provided information about members of a family and was 

often required to obtain official documents, such as legal documents pertaining to home 

ownership or birth or death certificates. By requesting the kutīb al-‘āīla and related 

paperwork, members of the internal security forces sought to affirm Ṣādiq’s membership 

in the Al-Qishṭī family. They further instilled fear and uncertainty within the household by 

arriving as electricians and creating doubt among the family that the household would 

continue to have access to power.  

Not all family members experienced such explicit inquiries about their relatives’ 

whereabouts or visits to their family homes in advance of the disappearances of their 

brothers, spouses, sons, and husbands. It is clear, however, that the whereabouts of men 

were well-known to the internal security forces and the RCs on the basis of the modes 

through which they were disappeared. In the case of both Tripoli and Benghāzī many of 

the disappearances occurred from family homes, their local masājid, or in their workplaces 

or in transit to and from their homes.  
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(Attempted) Disappearances from Home 

 Many men, in both the western and eastern regions of Libya, were forcibly 

disappeared from or just outside their family homes, sometimes in the very presence of 

their fathers, mothers, spouses, and siblings. Disappearance from the family home afforded 

some families the opportunity to see both their loved ones before their abductions and the 

security forces that forcibly disappeared them. In the cases in which individuals were 

disappeared just outside the family home, families could only rely on what neighbors may 

have witnessed to reconstruct the disappearances. In yet other cases, the internal security 

forces struggled to locate the individual whom they sought to apprehend and took other 

measures to lure him in. 

 In the case of Nagiyya’s brother Ṣādiq, whose family was visited by the security 

forces purporting to be electricians, the internal security forces arrived to the family home 

later that day to abduct Ṣādiq. At 2 am in the morning, Nagiyya heard a very strong knock 

at the door: 

We said to ourselves, “Who knocked at the door?” So my dad went, we were all 
asleep in the room. The door knocked and my dad opened it and I had my older 
brother, about your age, with him and they said, “What do you all want?”  
“Are you Ṣādiq?”  
He said to them, “No, no, I’m not Ṣādiq.” 
“And where is Ṣādiq?” and they began looking in the house. They searched the 
house. I swear by God, if I could remember them now. You bring me one hundred 
of the same types of these people and I would point them out to you. They went 
everywhere – upstairs, they entered the entire house….We, we saw from the 
window, even the neighbors were going to come out but they couldn’t come out. 
So the group of internal security, they began opening things and searching. I have 
a younger brother, ‘Abd Al-Salām, who was born in ’77 and they looked at him: 
“Are you Ṣādiq?” 
And he said, “No.” 
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Amid the family’s wailing and crying that could be heard throughout the neighborhood, 

the security forces searched the entire home, even demanding to enter the bedroom where 

Nagiyya’s father had informed them that his daughters were sleeping, only to discover that 

Ṣādiq was not at home that evening. 

Our brother was not present so what did they do? They took my father and my older 
brother, the oldest one. My brother, who I am talking about, the father of ‘Umar, 
he was speaking and they hit him with the Kalashnikov. There’s still a scar. They 
were taking them out of the house in their pajamas…they took them out and put a 
black bag over them [to obscure their sight]. Each one, of course, got in the car. 
And they didn’t know where they were…The next day at fajar they let him 
[Nagiyya’s father] out. They said to him, “This one stays with us until Ṣādiq comes 
to us.” 

 
The internal security forces held hostage one of Nagiyya’s brothers in order to coerce the 

family into revealing the whereabouts of Ṣādiq and to motivate Ṣādiq himself to report to 

their offices.  

Nagiyya describes this situation in a harrowing tone as an extremely difficult time 

for the family, especially upon her brother’s return from his work the following day, where 

he had been when the security forces initially arrived to his family home. Informed of his 

brother’s abduction by his family and the disappearance of others in the neighborhood that 

same night by his friends and acquaintances, Ṣādiq resolved to turn himself in: 

He came and he said, “That’s it. I’ll go. Why is my brother being victimized? For 
what reason? I am going to go.” By God, it was a hard stance, I mean. When he 
went outside the house from that day, the thirteenth of August, we no longer had 
any news of him, oh Amina [Nagiyya’s voice trails off in a tone of despair] 
 

The attempts on the part of the internal security forces to disappear Ṣādiq were undermined 

by his absence from the family home, which compelled the forces to take his brother 
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instead. The inability of the secret security forces to apprehend individuals from their 

homes on the first attempt was the case among other families as well. 

In Benghāzī, twenty-two year old Ibrāhīm Al-Ṣalābī, the brother to ‘Abd-Allāh Al-

Ṣalābī who is a key leader of the family association, began hearing rumors in 1989 from 

friends and acquaintances that the internal security forces were targeting men in the 

neighborhoods of Ṣabrī and Rajam. Fearing for his safety, Ibrāhīm fled to his sister’s house 

in another area of the city. Meanwhile, according to ‘Abd-Allāh, the security forces 

surrounded his family house: 

 
For those two days they were monitoring the house twenty-four hours a day. By 
God, at the first movement of their cars, in a moment, you would see them waiting.  
 

Unable to secure Ibrāhīm, the internal security forces threatened to take his younger brother 

Muṣtafa, who was only seventeen years old at the time. In order to protect himself, Muṣtafa 

took shelter at a neighbor’s home, who apprised of the threat to Muṣtafa’s life, allowed him 

to stay for several days. Meanwhile, ‘Abd-Allāh recalls the pressure exerted upon Ibrāhīm 

by family members and neighbors to return home and turn himself in lest he himself be 

killed: 

So then the social pressure came. We had people—their intentions were good, they 
were well-intentioned—they would say to you, “If Ibrāhīm surrenders himself, 
maybe they will hold him for a week or ten days or a month or two months and then 
let him go. It’s better than if they shoot him with bullets in the street or kill him or 
something like this.” So this type of talk, it pressured my family this kind of talk. 
They [people] pressured them and then they [the family] pressured Ibrāhīm after 
they sent for him and told him, “Oh Ibrāhīm, you should surrender yourself. And 
you might stay with them a day or two or a month or two. At least we will know 
you are alive and present. Because they said they would kill you.”  
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Ibrāhīm ceded to the family’s pressure and returned home, resolved to surrender himself 

to the security forces to spare his family and neighbors the threats of the security forces. 

He came. He returned from my sister’s house to us at home. And he entered with 
the family and he greeted the entire family. It was a sad scene. I mean, our mother, 
may God have mercy upon her. It was, it was a little bit of a difficult scene and a 
difficult position. And there was crying as if it was on behalf of someone having 
died in our family. 

 
Ibrāhīm was taken to the headquarters of the internal security forces where his family was 

told he would be interrogated and would return home after a number of days. As ‘Abd-

Allāh stated, however, “from that day he never returned.” The persistence of the internal 

security forces illustrated their ominous power but, likewise, Ibrāhīm’s protracted evasions 

also highlights their weaknesses and limitations. As was the case with Nagiyya’s brother 

Ṣādiq, the family was threatened with the abduction and imprisonment of a brother in order 

to coerce the wanted to surrender and the strict monitoring of the family home was a means 

to this end.  

 The disappearance of Nazīha’s brother Muḥammad, who the family had urged to 

come home after they received unexpected calls to the house inquiring about him, took 

place rather rapidly after he returned home. Shortly after he arrived at the house at 

approximately ten or eleven o’clock, Nazīha states, a group of five or six men approached 

the house with weapons and demanded to see Muḥammad: 

They began to search the whole house…Dad said to him, “Muḥammad, what did 
you do? You know, there are people requesting us.”  
He said to him, “Oh dad, I didn’t do anything”….They [the security forces] told 
him, “After an hour, we’ll bring him back.” He wore a jacket. I remember it. And 
they entered and he stayed standing like this [upright]. He was standing and mom 
was on one side and I’m on the other side. Mom gave him a Qur’an. A small one 
and put it for him in his pocket. And they were still searching the house. 
“Where’s his room? We want to see his room.” 
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They took them to the room and continued searching. They took books, if you had 
books. And he didn’t have books [Nazīha sighs in exasperation]. I mean, books 
about religion….Dad said to them, “Where are you taking him?”  
They said to him, “We’re taking him to Manṣūra [area in Tripoli southwest of the 
downtown area].” 
Of course, these are lies. All of it is lies….Dad went to Manṣūra. No, he wasn’t 
there. We stayed not knowing any news about him.  

 
The protracted search of Nazīha’s home permitted her mother to share some final moments 

with her son to whom she offered a small, pocket-sized Qur’an. The gesture of offering a 

Qur’an is especially significant given that her son’s arrest and abduction was due to his 

perceived religiosity and commitment to his faith. The dedication of Nazīha’s father to 

travel to Manṣūra illustrates the family’s attempt to ascertain Muḥammad’s whereabouts, 

an effort that continued for many years. 

 Although the majority of the families with whom I spoke indicated that their 

relatives had been forcibly disappeared from their homes or just outside their family 

residence, there were other modes of disappearance, including from local masājid, that are 

important in illustrating how pious masculinity came to be sanctioned and surveilled.    

 

Disappearances Around Masājid  

According to accounts of regime repression in the latter part of the 1980s and early 

1990s, men were often targeted by the regime at their local masjid. Among the families 

with whom I spoke, several family members were confident that their relatives and their 

daily movements were under surveillance. This was the case for homes as well as for 

masājid. A few family members indicated to me that their relative had left home for a 

prayer never to return. These scenarios suggest that an individual was vulnerable to 
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disappearance on his way to or from the masjid. The distance of local masājid from a 

family’s home, in both Tripoli and Benghāzī, can generally be traversed by foot and people 

seldom take a car to attend daily prayers unless they are seeking to attend a masjid outside 

the area of their homes or cannot walk short distances. Among the five daily prayers,31 men 

were disappeared most frequently from the early dawn fajar prayer or the last evening 

prayer, ‘ishā’.  

Surveillance of the family home around prayer times was the case for Maryam in 

Tripoli. Rafīq, whose family had received phone calls from a mysterious individual named 

Ali on the day of his disappearance, readied himself for his prayers and proceeded to leave 

home to pray at the masjid: 

He did the ritual cleansing to pray and he left outside. He went outside [Maryam’s 
voice quivers]…and he found the group of security forces standing. In front of the 
house. We did not get a look at them. They took him…and they went away with 
him. We didn’t see them. They were spotted by no one [in the family]. They were 
spotted by no one.  

 
Clearly aware of Rafīq’s routine of praying in the masjid, internal security forces awaited 

his departure from his home from which he disappeared and was never again seen by the 

Shakaywa family. The only details about his disappearance known to the family came by 

way of their neighbors, who witnessed his apprehension: 

The neighbors spotted them. The neighbors saw them. They [the internal security 
forces] went and then they came. They said, “You know, your son he was taken by 
a red car. They obscured his face and his mouth and took him forcibly.  

 

                                                

31 The five daily prayers include the dawn prayer (fajar), midday prayer (ẓhur), afternoon prayer (‘asr), 
sunset prayer (maghrib), and the night prayer (‘ishā’). Many people pray in their homes, especially for the 
fajar and ‘ishā’ prayers. 
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An interesting and important aspect of disappearance is the role neighbors come to play in 

the process. Before and after the disappearances of ‘Abd-Allāh’s brother Ibrāhīm and 

Maryam’s brother Rafīq, respectively, the families’ neighbors play key roles. In the case 

of Ibrāhīm, neighbors sheltered his brother Muṣtafa during a time in which the security 

forces sought to hold him hostage until they could arrest Ibrāhīm, as had happened to 

Nagiyya’s family. In the case of Rafīq, the family’s neighbors patiently waited for internal 

security forces to leave and immediately inform his mother that they witnessed his 

disappearance into an unmarked vehicle, which they described to her in detail. 

The collaboration among neighbors, despite the distrust and fear the regime sought 

to instill between Libyan citizens, illustrates one of the unintended consequences of 

disappearance, particularly from an individual’s home; forced entry into the house, the 

dramatic veiling of individuals, and the commotion of car doors opening and closing 

renders legible the state’s violence for anyone within visual or aural proximity to the 

disappearance. In addition, the targeting by internal security forces of specific 

neighborhoods, sometimes on the very same day as was the case in Nagiyya’s area of Al-

Darībī, overlooks the existing networks of connection between neighbors who, even if they 

were not witness to the events themselves, became aware of disappearances in the area by 

sharing information. These cases attest to the significance of space (in this instance, the 

neighborhood) for the development of networks as well as how the mystery and uncertainty 

surrounding the disappearance compelled families to seek out information among their 

neighbors, which became especially significant as individuals searched and inquired about 
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their relatives whereabouts following the disappearances, the dynamics of which will be 

explored in Chapter 2. 

Fūzīa Bawghīla, who grew up in Tripoli but currently lives in Sebhā in the 

southwestern area of Libya, recalls an unforgettable morning in 1989 when her sister 

informed her family that ‘Īsa, her younger brother, did not return home from a local masjid 

in Tripoli: 

He would pray the prayers on time in the masjid…he was young. He was sixteen 
years of age. He was in the last days of his graduating year of high school…they 
grabbed him from the masjid. He was praying the fajar…My sister called my other 
siblings and said that ‘Īsa had not returned. 

 
Fūzīa’s emphasis on ‘Isa’s youth underlines how his attendance at the fajar prayer was 

uncommon for young men his age, which may have been a characteristic that distinguished 

him for internal security forces and made him especially vulnerable to state violence. 

Fūzīa’s focus on ‘Īsa’s young age is common to family narrations of their loved ones’ 

disappearances. Although many men were abducted and forcibly disappeared at young 

ages, which is not unique to the Libyan case, family members often render their relatives 

younger in their narration of their disappearances; according to ‘Īsa’s date of birth in 1970 

as told to me by Fūzīa herself, he was likely eighteen or possibly even nineteen at the time 

of his disappearance in 1989. This discrepancy could have many sources; the difference 

could be a result of errors in memory, such as uncertainty about the year of disappearance, 

or it could reflect the tendency among families to view in retrospect their siblings and loved 

ones as youthful, which has connotations of innocence and naïveté.  

One key consequence of disappearing individuals from (or near) masājid, as in the 

case with disappearances from family homes, is that the process makes the state’s violence 
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legible to others. While this may serve the state’s purpose in creating a climate a fear, it 

also makes clear reinforces connections between the individuals it targets; young men share 

information about those who were disappeared and the circumstances of the disappearance. 

This leads to a re-entrenchment of the very networks that the state seeks to erode.  

 In addition to disappearances from local masājid, men were abducted at their 

workplaces or en route to or from work or home. The forced disappearance of men in 

locations besides their homes or masājid reiterates the extent to which internal security 

forces engaged in wide scale surveillance of individuals they suspected of belonging to or 

sympathizing with oppositional movements. 

 

Other Disappearances 

 Less frequent than disappearances from home, disappearances from workplaces or 

en route to different destinations was experienced by some of the families, primarily in 

Benghāzī. This difference is perhaps attributable to a more pervasive surveillance 

apparatus in the eastern region of the country, an area that had been privileged under the 

monarchy and, in retaliation, was deliberately marginalized by the Gaddafi regime after 

1969. 

 ‘Usmān Faraj ‘Usmān, who was among the first relatives to organize collectively 

in Benghāzī to found the family association in 2007 and remains a leader in the association, 

lost his twenty-one year old brother to disappearance from the area of Salmānī Al-Gharbī 

near central Benghāzī in 1989. According to ‘Usmān, he at work in his pharmacy when the 

internal security forces arrived:  
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He was a pharmacist. He was leaving the headquarters of the pharmacy, Pharmacy 
Yāsīn, and there was the internal security….And they took him. From that day, we 
did not see him. 
 

Although ‘Usmān states that he no longer saw his brother following his disappearance from 

the family pharmacy, he did have the rare opportunity years later to visit him in the hospital, 

albeit whilst he was still considered a prisoner. A handful of the families with whom I 

spoke had the chance opportunity to briefly visit their relatives, who were imprisoned at 

Abū Salīm or were hospitalized. Here, however, he means that 1989 was the last time he 

saw him as a free person.  

Fāiza’s brother ‘Abd Al-Karīm Zūbī, who is also from the area of Salmānī Al-

Gharbī, was forcibly disappeared from his car while he was driving on the road: 

He was coming in the car. He was coming in his car and he was on the road. You 
know, even the door of the car they found it open. They opened the car and took 
him out.  

 
Fāiza describes the urgency with which ‘Abd Al-Karīm was taken from his car with the 

door left open, which has left an impression on her and illustrates, for her, the callousness 

of the regime’s violence. The open door in the middle of the street illustrates the power of 

the internal security forces, who removed Libyan citizens from public spaces at will.  

The experiences of ‘Usmān and Fāiza’s brothers are a testament to the close 

surveillance of Libyan citizens on the part of security forces. The forced disappearance of 

an individual en route to a destination also offers the general public, rather than a specific 

area of the city, an exemplary example of state violence.   
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CONCLUSION 

The disappearances of men like Maryam’s brother Rafīq from their homes, local 

masājid, their workplaces, and during their commutes in cities throughout western and 

eastern Libya during the late 1980s and early 1990s was an attempt to arrest, and eliminate, 

individuals whom the state believed were involved in oppositional groups organizing 

against the regime under the rubric of religion. The draconian approach to eliminating 

opposition resulted in a sustained policing more generally of an embodied pious 

masculinity, as read through behaviors such as the donning of a beard, wearing a particular 

type of trouser, and attending early morning and late evening prayers at masājid. As a 

highly specific form of state violence that sought to instill fear and distrust between citizens 

and create ambiguity regarding whether a person remained alive, forced disappearance also 

has significant unintended consequences. We can observe in the narratives of families that 

the process of disappearance, particularly from the family home where other families and 

residents are in close proximity, can engender a sense of connection and collaboration 

between neighbors, as was the case when neighbors took in Muṣtafa who was threatened 

with abduction from the internal security forces seeking to arrest his brother. In addition, 

the ambiguity produced by disappearance meant that families continued to believe that 

their relatives’ were alive and might return home, as Nazīha’s father’s trip to Manṣūra to 

find her brother attests. These searches and inquiries, driven by the very ambiguity of 

disappearance and the rumors they produced, continued for many years.  
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Chapter 2:  “You exile them in their own countries”:                   
Searches, Inquiries, and Visits to Abū Salīm Prison 

Abū Salīm Prison was erected in the early to mid-1980s in the area of Abū Salīm, 

just south of the downtown area of Tripoli and in relatively close proximity to Gaddafi’s 

residential compound, Bāb Al-‘Azaziyya. The prison is sharply distinguished from the 

densely populated neighborhood that surrounds it by its stark, tall perimeter walls that 

divide the neighborhood between spaces of relative freedom and a space of confinement. 

Unlike other prisons in Libya, Abū Salīm Prison is not relegated to a distant area of the 

city. The prison is, in this way, a constant presence as well as a warning. Originally 

designed to detain members of the military who had transgressed the edicts of the armed 

forces, the prison was soon occupied primarily by civilians who were abducted during the 

mass arrest campaigns of the late 1980s and early 1990s. The disappearances and arrests 

of this period garnered Abū Salīm Prison the reputation as the place to which political 

opposition figures, and their sympathizers, were disappeared and held in detention. 

On a brisk February afternoon, I visited the prison following a meeting of the family 

association at the invitation of Muṣṭafa Al-Majdūb, a lawyer in the Tripoli branch of the 

organization. Alongside other attendees at the meeting, including Maryam and Nazīha as 

well as a widow and her teenage son, with whom she was pregnant at the time of her 

husband’s disappearance, I entered a prison that appeared just as vulnerable as it did 

ominous. A section of the main building of the prison was crumbling from the NATO-led 

aerial bombardment that accompanied the 2011 popular uprising and floors of the prison 

were carpeted with a thin layer of sand that seeped through cells from windows 
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overlooking small courtyards. Guided by a member of the association who lived adjacent 

to the prison, we navigated multiple cellblocks where these contrasts resurfaced. One could 

observe signs of life amid an infrastructure of repression. On multiple walls were posters 

and photographs of the men who purportedly died in the prison killing, some of which were 

designed by the family association and others that were created by family members 

themselves. The posters featured photographs that denote the men as shuhadā’, or martyrs. 

Their images reenter and repopulate this space of detention in a form previously denied 

them. Here, eighteen years after the prison killing, these men occupy the prison in the frame 

of the venerated rather than the villainized. 

The ongoing occupation of the disappeared and the detained within the walls of 

Abū Salīm Prison raises questions about the kinds of enduring connections to the prison 

that were created for families and how the meaning of these connections to the prison 

extended beyond the prison as a site of incarceration of their loved ones. Outside the 

context of the prison killing, what did Abū Salīm Prison mean to Libyan families? The 

prison was undeniably a place of incarceration where families were denied information but 

what did the site of the prison offer families in terms of connnection and networking? In 

this chapter, I examine the process of inquiry that led families to Abū Salīm Prison and the 

relevance of the prison as a site of mutual recognition between families that, in later years, 

became a source of connection rather than simply confinement. I consider the 

consequences brought about by bringing people together at Abū Salīm Prison and how 

families transformed the regime’s modes of repression into opportunities to renegotiate 

their relationships with their loved ones and other families. Just as disappearance pulled 
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people apart, it also brought people together, often around around the same spaces that 

were intended to disenfranchise them.  

 

Illustration 5: A Poster Suspended Against Metal Bars in Abū Salīm Prison. The top of the 

poster reads “The Martyr ‘Abd Al-Hādī Naṣr Al-Bakūsh.” The bottom of the poster reads 

“Abū Salīm Prison 1996.” Source: Amina Zarrugh. 

INSTITUTIONS OF THE JAMĀHĪRIYYA  

During the early 1970s, Gaddafi and the RCC sought to ease the transition from the 

monarchical period by advancing social welfare through the creation of subsidized 

housing, the development of a public healthcare system, and raising the minimum wage 

(St. John 2012). Just as the new Libyan leader developed policies to ease the transition, he 
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also sought to make clear the contrast between the former monarchy and the new 

leadership. In particular, Gaddafi and the RCC viewed the power vested in kin groups as a 

legacy of the monarchical period. The role of kin groups, or tribes, in North African 

politics, particularly in the process of decolonization and in the transition to independence, 

has been well documented in the cases and histories of Tunisia, Algeria, and Morocco 

(Charrad 2001). Likewise, in Libya, kin groups, especially in eastern Libya, were important 

political assets to the monarchy in the mid-twentieth century. Kin groups had played a key 

role in resisting Italian colonial conquest and possessed significant political clout prior to 

Gaddafi’s ascension to power in 1969.  

Kin groups were, therefore, antithetical to Gaddafi’s visions of revolution and, as 

Barger (2000) argues, “Qaddafi and his co-revolutionaries appear to have viewed the tribal 

elites, with their vested interests and influences over the masses, as a source of opposition 

to the modernizing agenda they were intent on pursuing” (p. 34). In this way, kin groupings 

were regarded as a potential source of opposition and a series of legal changes were 

developed immediately after 1969 in order to mitigate and erode sources of kin group 

power and prestige (Anderson 1986a; Wright 1982). These changes constituted the 

beginning of a fundamental re-organization of key institutions in Libya.  

Gaddafi and the RCC effaced old political boundaries and formulated new 

administrative districts. These new boundaries came to constitute the source of future 

national, provincial and local representation and were specifically “created to cross old 

boundaries and to destroy the power of traditional institutions and that of traditional 

regional identity” (Vandewalle 1998, p. 67). In addition to re-working administrative 
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boundaries to redirect political authority towards Gaddafi and the political system of 

committees he developed, the state also targeted specific kin groups who had been clearly 

connected and aligned to the former monarchy. Members of these kin groups “were 

persecuted and their lands and waqf [religiously endowed] properties confiscated” (Barger 

2002, p. 34). In addition, many leaders were tried for treason for alleged collaboration 

foreign powers (St. John 2012). The forced marginalization of kin groups, particularly in 

eastern parts of Libya, was both a form of punishment or vengeance and a preemptive 

measure to quell potential sites of dissidence before they had an opportunity to formally 

organize. 

In addition, some scholars have identified Gaddafi’s discourse and critiques of class 

inequality in Libya as an implicit attack on kin groups. According to Wright (1982), 

“[Gaddafi’s] attack on the so-called ‘class distinctions’ was effectively an attack on 

tribalism—class distinction as such is almost unknown in Libya, where social grading is 

concerned with family, ethnic and, above all, tribal divisions” (p. 179). The sidelining of 

kin groups was further facilitated by the March 1977 “Declaration on the Establishment of 

People’s power” which effectively called for the end of any other institutions of authority 

outside the state: “proclaimed ‘the end of any form of conventional institution of 

government – authoritarian, family, tribal, factional, class, parliamentary, partisan or party 

coalition.’” (Wright 1982, p. 191). 

These fundamental changes introduced new institutions and forms of representation 

in Libya, which Gaddafi referred to as jamahīriyya. The term refers to “a state that would 

be governed through the consultation and participation of the people” (Kawczynski 2010, 
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p. 27).  The work of many such institutions was deliberately ambiguous and was part of a 

general political apparatus and representation system the workings of which were largely 

illegible to the public. For instance, in The Green Book, Gaddafi provided an illustration 

of the representation system that, in his view, was the hallmark of popular representation 

and the rule of the people. This process of representation, however, is extremely complex, 

to some degree circular, and was often vulnerable to changes as Gaddafi saw fit. These 

repetitive changes rendered the political system particularly precarious and, most 

importantly, exceedingly difficult for members of the public to navigate. 

Thus, following the disappearance of their sons, husbands, brothers, and fathers, 

families experienced difficulty in navigating institutions of the Libyan state to seek answers 

about their relatives’ whereabouts. The resilience and persistence of these families in 

searching for the whereabouts of their relatives exhibits a type of resistance against the 

state outside the context of formal organizing, the dynamics of which have been explored 

by sociologists and anthropologists, among others. 

ACTS OF RESISTANCE AND POLITICS OF THE EVERYDAY 

Meanings of Resistance 

The unwavering commitment of families to seek information about their 

disappeared relatives despite often encountering several indifferent and antagonistic 

bureaucratic and security personnel exemplifies an important type of resistance to the state. 

The foundation of these family inquiries was a steadfast, sincere, and resolute insistence 

that, in spite its denials, the state knew the whereabouts of their relatives. The inquiries, 
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therefore, constitute a type of defiance, in many ways and forms, to claims made by the 

state, the significance of which cannot be understated in an authoritarian political setting.  

The issue of resistance more generally has been invoked in the context of a wide 

range of social inequalities related to state-society relations (Bourdieu 1998), gender 

identity (Gagné and Tewksbury 1998) discourses of racism (Weaver 2010), and 

organization dynamics (Jermier et al. 1987), among others. Despite this extensive attention, 

the term “resistance” is often circulated without a clear, precise definition. The defining 

feature of resistance that unites many studies, however, is specific action undertaken by 

individuals or groups in opposition to given persons, places, or institutions (Hollander and 

Einwohner 2004). While many scholars regard instances of resistance as quintessentially 

action-driven and in a stance of opposition, divergence emerges in debates about whether 

acts must be “intended” by the actors and “recognized” by the targets of the action or by 

observers to be considered true forms of resistance (Hollander and Einwohner 2004).  

  

On the issue of recognition, Scott (1985) argues that we must acknowledge that 

some forms of resistance are more or less invisible and must be observed closely with keen 

attention to interactions. In his case study of the relationship between poor peasantry and 

affluent landlords in Malaysia, he argues that a closer look at their relations reveals how 

resistance to repression is expressed among the peasantry. Through a number of methods 

including vandalism, boycotts, and delays, peasants in Malaysia disrupt and resist the 

encroachment of new forms of technology, namely combine harvesting, and their 

deleterious effects on peasant communities and economic ways of life. These methods, 
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Scott maintains, illustrate how “everyday forms of repression” produce “disguised forms 

of struggle amidst overt compliance” (p. 241-242). In this sense, resistance cannot be 

predicated on whether it is recognized as such by the targets of the resistance. For instance, 

in her study of Syria under the authority of President Hāfiẓ Al-Asad (in presidential office 

from 1971-2000), Wedeen (1996) argues that “Syrian resistance is made up primarily of 

mundane transgressions that do not aim to overthrow the existing order” (p. 87). These acts 

include political satire and cartoons that adeptly challenge the Syrian regime’s authority 

and construction of social reality (Wedeen 1996).  

I echo these calls for closer attention toward not only disruptive and open forms of 

defiance, which are given primacy in the study of contentious politics, but also to subtler 

and quieter forms of contention. Attention to these acts is especially important in the 

context of political authoritarianism because, as Wedeen (1996) states, “quotidian struggles 

can and do grow into-large-scale and conscious challenges to the political order” (p. 87). 

This focus is underlined further by other scholars who examine the significance and 

possibility of the everyday for meaningful, sometimes political, forms of action. 

 

Everyday Politics and the Significance of Space 

There have been a number of critical discussions in the fields of sociology and 

anthropology, among others, about the possibilities of the everyday and its spatial 

configurations for meaningful forms of political engagement and transgression (de Certeau 

1984; Melucci 1989; Chatterjee 1993; Das 2007; Bayat 2010). One of the earliest 

engagements with the everyday as a possible site of political action was de Certeau’s 
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(1984) The Practice of Everyday Life. de Certeau (1984) states that everyday life is 

structured by dominant institutions and discourses but, within and among these structures, 

there also exists the possibility of alternative ways of being, living, and traversing space. 

For instance, de Certeau (1984) focuses on the strict, rational organization of city space but 

states that “in reality, it repeatedly produces effects contrary to those at which it aims” (p. 

95). In this way, the intentions of a place or space (such as a city grid and its linear 

delineations of travel) may be undermined by the very place or space itself on an everyday 

basis (the grid introduces possibilities of short-cuts not intended by the linear city grid). As 

Auyero (2006) writes in his discussion of the potentialities of space and place for 

contentious politics, “space and place constrain and enable (and are constrained and 

enabled by) contentious politics” (p. 569).  

Discussions of the importance of the everyday and space as a site for political action 

is especially relevant to the Middle East and North Africa, where, in several states, 

authoritarian governance has strictly prohibited organized public expressions of political 

opposition. In this way, the actions of the everyday, such as the way by which people 

occupy public space, can come to constitute what Bayat (2010) terms “life as politics.” 

Bayat refers to the forms of connection between individuals as a product of “passive 

networks,” that are “instantaneous communications between atomized individuals, which 

are established by tacit recognition of their commonalities directly in public spaces or 

indirectly through mass media” (p. 22). This is especially relevant to the case of 

disappearance; the ambiguity and uncertainty surrounding the fate of a loved one compels 

families to seek answers from government security offices and personnel and, in the 
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process, affords them the possibility of forging connections to other families when they 

converge upon the offices or seek out information from one another. Thus, the families 

become aware of the scope of the state’s violence and seek answers among neighbors and 

acquaintances, which facilitates the very forms of solidarity and connection that the state 

sought to undermine through its politics of fear and intimidation. In the Libyan case, it was 

most especially the site of Abū Salīm Prison where, not only did families recognize “their 

commonalities” in the words of Bayat (2010; p. 22), families also began to explicitly 

collaborate to deliver packages and to inquire about visitation rights with their relatives.  

Family members were often directed to multiple offices and prison sites where they 

would either be denied information or would be led to one office after another. Among the 

institutions and offices they visited were the offices of the internal security forces, the 

military police, multiple prisons, and, in later years, human rights offices that had been 

created in the 2000s to offer a semblance of the state’s commitment to civil and political 

rights. Families describe this process of seeking answers, often circuitous and drawn out 

over several months and years, as an experience in enduring what I term an 

“incomprehensible violence” on the part of the regime. Their insistence in searching for 

their disappeared relatives, despite repeatedly being denied information was itself a small 

act of defiance toward the state and its agents who deliberately withheld information from 

the families. 
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INCOMPREHENSIBLE VIOLENCE: INQUIRIES AMID DENIAL 

 Following the disappearances of their relatives, families drew on the knowledge 

shared with them by their friends and neighbors to pursue inquiries about their loved ones’ 

whereabouts. The information shared by neighbors and between acquaintances was key in 

motivating and directing families towards a range of institutions namely the internal 

security headquarters. During their narration of this process and, later, their visits to Abū 

Salīm Prison, family members frequently invoked the statement “imagine it,” to convey a 

sense of disbelief at the cruelty and violence of the regime. Their call for me to “imagine 

it” communicated a sense that the actions and violence of the regime were 

incomprehensible and unfathomable. Nazīha, speaking with an air of exasperation as if she 

directed her words specifically to the government, exemplified this violence when she said 

“you deprive them, and there was no communication, and you exile them in their own 

countries.” Although exile generally describes the forced relocation of someone out of his 

or her country, the exile that Nazīha describes suspends an individual in his or her own 

country; an individual is dispossessed and depoliticized in the very country and polity that 

is supposed to extend to citizens its protection. Among the acts of incomprehensible 

violence that families included were the denial of information regarding the location to 

which individuals were taken as well as insults about the characters their disappeared 

relatives.  
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Neighbors 

 Several families began their searches and inquiries within their own neighborhoods. 

Disappearance was often concentrated in particular neighborhoods and the process of 

disappearance was made legible to neighbors by the commotion created when internal 

security forces surrounded a home or forced a blindfolded individual into a car, the 

dynamics of which were explored in Chapter 1. Families were, therefore, acutely aware of 

who else had been affected by disappearance among their nearby neighbors. This was the 

case for Nagiyya and her mother, who only days after Ṣādiq was taken, began visiting 

neighbors to inquire about their experiences, in part because they felt a lack of support 

among some members of their extended family.  

We no longer knew where he was so we began asking and investigating. Of course, 
we were scared. And even in the [extended] family, no one came to us. You know, 
they said, “How could they take him? They are stray dogs, they are heretics.” And 
I don’t know what else. The smearing was from the media. So we didn’t know. We 
used to have some neighbors here with whom we inquired and we would say to 
them, “Do you have a son who was taken with them?”  

 
The fear expressed by Nagiyya as she and her mother set out to inquire about her brother’s 

disappearance was characteristic of the climate of distrust between ordinary citizens 

created over the course of several years in Libya. The Libyan regime sought to instill fear 

and paranoia between citizens through encouraging ordinary citizens to report acts of 

dissidence by their fellow neighbors, acquaintances, and families, which came to be 

embodied in the Revolutionary Committees. Nagiyya’s extended family, who she describes 

as implying that her brother must be one of the “stray dogs” and “heretics,” exemplify these 

feelings of distrust, which sometimes pitted family members against one another.  
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 The absence of support from some members of Nagiyya’s extended family 

compelled her family to inquire with several neighbors, including a neighbor who was a 

friend of her brother, Ṣādiq, and had been disappeared from his home only to be released 

a month later. She describes the trip she and her mother took to his local shop in their 

neighborhood to gather information about his experience and, by extension, what may have 

happened to Ṣādiq: 

So Walīd was one of my brother’s friends. They picked him up for one month and 
let him out. One month and he was let out…So my mom and I would go to the 
shops [in the neighborhood] and they told us he was let out. So we said, let’s go 
and inquire with him.  

 
Upon entering his shop, Nagiyya recalled, Walīd immediately began to distract attention 

from the other customers in the shop by treating Nagiyya’s mother as a familiar patron and 

offering to assist her. Nagiyya says that “he knew us, who we were” and immediately 

attempted to quell them from saying anything about his experience in front of customers. 

When the other women in the shop left, however, he locked the door to the shop and spoke 

with them: 

And then after the women left…he said, “By God, I say God wills it and soon we 
will be eating the best of meals all together and soon even Ṣādiq will be released 
and the other young men too.” He was reassuring us. He was scared! He wouldn’t 
talk.  
“And I, by God, they are like me and I am like them. I, they took me like this from 
the house too. And I got out in a month and he too will soon be let out. By God, 
they kept two [disappeared men] in every room.” 
I mean, he was reassuring us. And then, of course, when things became clear, he 
said, “I cannot talk.” So, I mean, that was it. We began asking and inquiring [again].  

 
Nagiyya emphasized in recounting this event that her brother’s friend, Walīd, appeared to 

be intimidated upon her entry into his local shop. She suggested that he seemed very 

concerned that she and her mother would raise the issue of his abduction and release in the 
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presence of patrons and he did not want to be seen talking about the experience. According 

to Nagiyya, “when things became clear,” or when Walīd understood that the intentions of 

Nagiyya and her mother were to get substantive information about the whereabouts of 

Ṣādiq, Walīd refused to talk any further or elaborate. Despite his reticence and Nagiyya’s 

contention that his words were more reassuring (anticipating a future celebratory gathering 

collectively over food upon Ṣādiq’s return) than they were substantive, Walīd still did 

provide Nagiyya and her mother with information about his experience by telling them that 

men were held two to a room. Although this information was not definitive enough to direct 

the families to specific sites or people, it did subtly point toward the likelihood that Ṣādiq 

remained alive and was being held in detention. This information, though not detailed, 

compelled Nagiyya and her mother forward and they continued their inquiries with other 

neighbors and acquaintances.  

 In a similar manner, Faraj Sharānī, who experienced the disappearance of three 

brothers, recalled learning that his brothers had likely been taken to Abū Salīm Prison from 

a neighbor. 

We had neighbors. The family of Sa‘īd. One of them got out of prison and he told 
us the story that he used to see the bunker that my brothers were in.  

 
One of Faraj’s brothers, Salaḥ, disappeared in 1992 while two other brothers, ‘Ashūr and 

‘Abd Al-Salām, both disappeared from their homes in 1995. It was several years after 

‘Ashūr and ‘Abd Al-Salām disappeared that his neighbor was released from Abū Salīm 

Prison and informed Faraj and his family that he had seen the brothers in prison. As was 

the case with Maryam’s neighbors who informed the family of Rafiq’s abduction 
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(discussed in Chapter 1), Faraj’s neighbors sought out his family to inform them that he 

had witnessed Salaḥ, ‘Ashūr, and ‘Abd Al-Salām within the walls of Abū Salīm Prison.  

 

Internal Security Headquarters 

Given that many men were forcibly taken by internal security forces who appeared, 

in dress and demeanor, to be ordinary citizens, the first place of recourse for families was 

often the headquarters of the internal security forces. Before visiting the headquarters, 

however, some families recalled seeing the unmarked vehicle of the internal security 

forces, into which their relative had been taken away, patrolling their neighborhood. 

Maryam, whose neighbors had informed her of her brother’s disappearance and described 

to her the car that took him away, recalls one of her brothers spotting a similar car in the 

area:    

After some time, we ventured out and my brother saw the car. The car was parked 
at what we used to call a long time ago the Revolutionary Repentance 
movement…policemen but from the security forces. This was the car—the same 
one—that picked up my brother. We were sure of it.  

 
By “Revolutionary Repentance,” Maryam is referring to the internal security forces. The 

name Maryam uses reflects the mission of the internal security forces, who were tasked 

during this period with arresting perceived opponents of the regime who were organizing 

under the rubric of religion. The regime often extended the language of religiosity to 

characterize such individuals, denoting them “heretics” who needed to “repent” for their 

affronts to Gaddafi’s revolutionary visions.  
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 Following her family’s observation of the suspicious vehicle in front of the internal 

security headquarters in their area, Maryam and her mother decided to visit the office and 

inquire about Rafīq: 

He said to us, “It wasn’t us.” I remember it, there was one man who was an 
administrator in the security forces there, he had his leg one over the other as he 
sat. He was resting this way. My mother said to him, “It was you all who held my 
son.” 
He said to her, “No.”  
My mother was leaving and then they said to her, “Move along. Go and look for 
him. Where did your son go? He went like the wind. Don’t look for him in our 
possession. This one was taken by a gang. Your son was taken by a gang.”  
They didn’t want to respond to us. She left, she returned here [home] and was crying 
for a long while and…she went through a lot my mother. 
 

Maryam describes the tone of the internal security forces in dialogue with her mother as 

one of condescension. Her mother was taunted by the security forces who implied that her 

son was a miscreant involved in gang-related activity, which, for the regime, included 

clandestine organizing under the rubric of Islam. For over a year Maryam and her family 

had no news of Rafīq or his whereabouts despite his mother’s insistence. 

 Nazīha’s father also sought answers from the internal security forces which, for her 

family, was the first and only place they thought would have answers: 

There was internal security, nothing else. Internal security was it…They took him 
and went. They left. Dad continued to ask. He asked and asked. One time they 
would tell him “a little longer, a couple days,” or “No” and I don’t know what else. 
From that point, that was it [Nazīha’s voice strains]. Even when he asked, no one 
would answer at all. 

 
Nazīha’s father was persistent, like Maryam’s mother, in seeking answers regarding the 

whereabouts of his son. His continual inquiries, however, eventuated in a complete denial 

of information, after which point the family lacked any knowledge of Muḥammad’s 

whereabouts for several years. The persistence on the part of families like those of Maryam 
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and Nazīha were a direct product of the state’s denial of information. Far from serving as 

a source of isolation or paralysis, the disappearance of their relatives compelled families to 

confront the institutions of the state. Furthermore, the repeated incidents of being denied 

information from state authorities only emboldened families to continue questioning 

acquaintances and neighbors, who would often direct them to new state institutions from 

which to inquire for information.  

 ‘Abd-Allah Al-Ṣalābī also experienced difficulty in ascertaining the whereabouts 

of his brother, Ibrāhīm, and described a prolonged back-and-forth dialogue with internal 

security forces in Benghāzī. From the outset, he said, information was difficult to secure 

from internal security forces in Benghāzī and many families suspected that their relatives 

had been taken to Tripoli.  

So it was the beginning, the beginning of Abū Salīm [Prison] being established in 
the eighties. Typically it was [assumed], probably, that they took them to Tripoli, 
they probably took them to Tripoli. And even if you asked, there was no one who 
would give you information in Benghāzī. I mean, no one would give you 
information or tell you, ‘We have the subject’….And if you returned after an hour, 
they would tell you, ‘We don’t have that person.’ So, you understand: I would come 
and some of the families that are like us. Them and their sons, they return after a 
day or two and ‘We’ve moved him to the military police’ [or] ‘We’ve moved him 
to Tripoli.’  You no longer…you no longer could go to them to see if they had 
information.  

 
Despite being unable to acquire precise information about Ibrāhīm from the internal 

security forces, ‘Abd-Allah and his family continued to seek answers. Only two years after 

his brother’s disappearance, the internal security forces themselves visited his family 

home: 

In ’90, after they had imprisoned him for two years, a group from the internal 
security came to us in the house and, and said to us, “This is the house of Ibrāhīm 
Al-Ṣalābī?” 
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I said, “This is the house of Ibrāhīm Al-Ṣalābī.” I told them I was his brother. 
“Where’s your father?” 
I told them, “My father, by God, is an old man. I mean, he’s still here but he’s an 
old man and he’s sick. What is the matter?” 
“So,” they said to me, “alright, how many older brothers do you have?” 
I told them, “I have them.” 
They said, “Come, you and them, we want you today at our headquarters.” And 
they gave me the description - they said the headquarters was in Shabtīn, as we used 
to call it long ago. 
So they said, “Come to us there.” And we went there and immediately: the first, the 
first question was, “Ibrāhīm – where is he?” “Ibrāhīm – where is he?” I said to him, 
“Ibrāhīm is with you all.”  

 
‘Abd-Allah recounts this story and emphatically reiterates that he and his family continued 

searching for Ibrāhīm for years after he was turned into the internal security forces. An 

important aspect of ‘Abd-Allah’s experience, however, was that not only was the Al-Ṣalābī 

family seeking answers from the internal security forces but the forces also sought them 

out and were continuing to monitor the family years after Ibrāhīm was forcibly taken. Even 

in the faces of the internal security forces, one of whom he noted continues to possess 

political power in contemporary Libya, ‘Abd-Allah underlines that he boldly asked about 

Ibrāhīm’s whereabouts and accused the internal security forces of holding him in their 

possession.  

 The offices of the internal security forces were the primary site from which families 

sought information about their disappeared relatives. From the internal security forces, 

families were either denied information completely or directed to other offices (such as 

military police offices). These government denials compelled families to seek information 

from their neighbors and other families who had experienced disappearance. The 

connections between neighbors and families facilitated by the government’s denial of 

information became more enduring when families began visiting Abū Salīm Prison.  
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VISITS TO ABŪ SALĪM PRISON 

 Through their insistent inquiries with neighbors, internal security forces, military 

police and, occasionally other prisons, many families ascertained in the early 1990s that 

their relatives were being held Abū Salīm Prison in the capital city of Tripoli. Most family 

members described having “heard” that their were visitations at Abū Salīm Prison from 

other families and neighbors. Only a handful of families had received direction from the 

intenral security forces or military police that they should visit Abū Salīm Prison to inquire 

about their relatives. Some families, however, especially those residing in Tripoli, long 

suspected that their relatives had been taken to Abū Salīm Prison. According to Nagiyya, 

whose pharmacy is located close to the prison, “from the begnning, all of us knew they 

were in Abū Salīm.” Throughout the late 1980s, lore developed around the prison as a site 

to which Libyans who articulated or supported political sentiments contrary to those of the 

regime were taken. Cohorts of men entered the prison and stayed for years at a time; some 

were eventually released while many others were not. Details about the particular 

conditions within the prison during the late 1980s and early 1990s emerges from narratives 

and testimony by a few former prisoners who were released before the purported prison 

killing of 1996.  

 

Inside Abū Salīm Prison 

Many of the human rights agencies, such as Amnesty International and Human 

Rights Watch, that have addressed the Abū Salīm Prison killing have relied on the personal 

accounts of Ḥusayn Al-Shāf‘ī (Amnesty International 2010; Human Rights Watch 2006b 
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and 2009). Ḥusayn, who was formerly imprisoned at Abū Salīm Prison, was a percipient32 

witness to the Abū Salīm Prison killing and has been a key source of information about the 

purported killings since migrating to the United States in 2004. Although hundreds of 

prisoners were confined in Abū Salīm Prison over the course of several decades, Ḥusayn’s 

account, among others, offers a unique perspective on the conditions of the prison in the 

late 1980s and 1990s when many of the men who were forcibly disappeared and are 

believed to have been killed in 1996 occupied the prison.  

Over the course of multiple conversations, Ḥusayn offered insights into the 

conditions of Abū Salīm Prison, where he was held from 1989 until 2000. Originally from 

Benghāzī, Ḥusayn studied electrical engineering as a university student and was arrested 

in 1989 for being suspected of speaking critically about Gaddafi and his regime as well as 

for owning several controversial books. Upon being arrested in Benghāzī, he was quickly 

moved to Tripoli’s Abū Salīm Prison where he was confined to a cell in isolation for several 

weeks before being incorporated into a larger cell with other imprisoned men.  

They interrogated me five times. Five times. They hit me and they tortured me. And 
then they returned me there at the end of, at the end of ’89 and they put us in a 
room. Another room that had inside of it twenty-three individuals.  

 
The crowded atmosphere of the prison, in which several men were confined to a single 

room, is echoed by other prisoners of Abū Salīm Prison during the 1990s.  

                                                
32 Percipient witness accounts include testimony from individuals who perceived the particular event at issue. 
The notion of “percipient” encompasses all of an individual’s senses including hearing, seeing, smelling, or 
touching. Eye-witness accounts are, thus, only one type of percipient witness account. In the context of the 
Abū Salīm Prison killing, Al-Shāf‘ī does not claim to have been an eye witness to the victims but attests to 
witnessing several uniformed men with large guns and hearing commotion consistent with a mass killing. 
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Muḥammad Al-Qaṭānī, who is also from Benghāzī, was arrested with his two 

brothers, Fatḥī and ‘Umrān in 1995. Initially held for roughly a month in Benghazi, all 

three were soon after taken to Abū Salīm Prison. Both Ḥusayn and Muḥammad described 

the cells in the prison as approximately six meters by six meters (or approximately twenty 

feet by twenty feet) in size. The prison, which was designed as a military prison, consisted 

of several wings or hangers in between which were small courtyards (see Illustration 6). 

Muḥammad was in hanger seven and emphasized the barrenness of the prison cell: 

It was a military prison. Every hanger had twelve rooms or cells. And every room 
had approximately, I mean, fifteen people in the room. Ours had eighteen….It was, 
I mean, not like any normal facility. There were not beds or pillows or anything. 
Each one got a blanket only. A military blanket.  

 
Both Muḥammad and Ḥusayn described the prison environment as barren with little 

furniture, few accommodations, and very simple meals. Both described being provided 

solely with bread at meal times and rations of water, which was particularly oppressive 

during hot summer days when respite from the ocean breeze could not reach the prison’s 

interior location in southwestern Tripoli.  

 Ḥusayn elaborated upon the isolation of the prison by virtue of its location as well 

as the conditions fostered by the prison personnel themselves. During a period of his 

imprisonment, but not for all of it, prisoners were allowed to go outside twice per week in 

a courtyard area with a limited number of other prisoners at a time, where they were briefly 

permitted exposure to the sun. The courtyard setting, however, did not afford the prisoners 

many sites besides the sky; the high walls of the courtyard prevented prisoners from seeing 

anything laterally but walls. Around the prison itself was also a perimeter wall that served 

as another barrier to escape and even muffled to prisoners the sounds of passing cars or 
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other people. This sense of isolation was underlined by ritual violence and intimidation 

from prison guards and interrogators: 

Of course, there were no cars. There were no lawyers. There was not food or drink 
or clothing. And they would take a group and they would beat them and beat them. 
They would say, they would take them and beat them, beat them and then return 
them to the room – blood on them. Blood and everything. 

 
Husayn’s descriptions of his experience at Abū Salīm Prison, where he was imprisoned 

until 2000, are a reflection of different political climates and moments over the course of 

several years. It is in the period at the start of the 1990s in particular, during his early time 

at Abū Salīm Prison, that Husayn described in terms of incidents of brutality. 

 Husayn remained in prison throughout the nineties and was denied communication 

with anyone until 1992, when he was permitted to speak with his father on the phone and 

after which time he was periodically allowed to have visits with his family. Around this 

time he was also allowed to expand time outside his cell as one of the aides in the kitchen 

responsible for preparing meals and other related duties. It was from this vantage point that 

he bore witness to armed, uniformed men and heard the commotion of men being killed in 

June 1996. Muḥammad, in contrast, endured less time at Abū Salīm Prison than did 

Husayn; the former shared a cell with his brother ‘Umrān, both of whom were released 

from the prison in 1997. Their brother Fatḥī, however, is believed to have been a victim of 

the prison killing in 1996. Muḥammad himself recalls being abruptly moved to another 

prison in Tripoli in 1996 after the purported killing. 
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Illustration 6: An aerial view of Abū Salīm Prison. To the north of the prison complex, 

where the entrance is located, is a densely populated neighborhood. To the west of the 

complex is a wastewater treatment plant while to the east and south of the prison perimeters 

there are small, relatively vacant areas of land before neighborhoods begin again. Source: 

Mapquest. 

 

Connections Between Families 

 The isolation of the prison, as described in detail by Ḥusayn and Muḥammad, 

prohibited communication between the imprisoned and their relatives on the outside. 

Inquiries and rumors eventually led several families to conclude in the mid-1990s that the 

site to which their relatives had been disappeared was likely Abū Salīm Prison. Several 



 118 

families recalled hearing rumors from other families and acquaintances that the 

government had begun to allow visits to the prison though only a small number of families 

with whom I spoke were actually granted visitation by phone or in person with their 

imprisoned relatives. Many more families were only offered a material connection to their 

relatives through the invitation to leave packages – generally composed of food and 

clothing – for the imprisoned. In addition to connections fostered among families through 

inquiries with one another about the disappearances of their brothers, sons, fathers, and 

husbands, the process of preparing and delivering packages to Abū Salīm Prison developed 

further these bonds at two levels. Firstly, the gathering of families outside the walls of the 

prison allowed them to socialize together and, most importantly, to mutally recognize the 

scope of the state’s violence. Secondly, the journeys to the prison themselves became 

opportunities for families to collaborate together to travel or to deliver packages on behalf 

of themselves and other families. The preparation of the packages thesmselves also 

illustrate the ongoing salience of the disappeared in the everyday lives of their families. 

 

Preparation of Packages 

 Upon learning, often through rumors from and conversations with other families, 

that the regime would allow families to deliver packages of food and clothing to the prison, 

many families organized their lives around preparing for these visits. A key theme that 

emerged from interviews with families was the degree to which their disappeared relatives 

continued to figure into their everyday lives. In addition, families expressed an extended 

empathy for other men who were imprisoned with their relatives, sometimes describing 
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these men in familial terms as their “brothers.” In addition, some families used the 

opportunity to prepare packages for their imprisoned relatives as occasions to facilitate 

communication with their brothers, sons, and husbands, through secret messages inscribed 

on package contents, which can be understood as transgressive acts that sought to 

undermine the state and its violence. 

After visiting a military police station and being informed that Rafīq was in their 

custody, Maryam’s family began preparing packages to take to him at Abū Salīm Prison. 

She describes in detail how she and her family collected numerous types of food, clothing, 

and personal care items in hopes that they would reach Rafīq. 

Food, drinks, clothing…and the clothing was not just one thing, I mean. No, no, no, 
no. Not just a tank top, not just one. A stack of them. The juice wasn’t just one box. 
No, it was a box or two….Whenever we felt like making bread at home or making 
cakes or making pastries at home, all of it would go. The extras, extras, extras, all 
would go to him. 

 
On three specific days each month, families were allowed to come to Abū Salīm Prison. 

Maryam detailed how Rafīq figured into the family’s everyday decisions. If there was a 

special occasion or holiday, some portion of the treats was set aside for the following 

month’s package. In summers, Maryam’s family provided extra tank tops as Rafīq might 

be hot and sweat whereas in the winter they took pillows and extra blankets in case he was 

cold.  

Maryam describes the packages she prepared and the visits to Abū Salīm Prison 

themselves in the manner of a ritual: 

Every month they would give us three days. Any more than that – no. But, like ants 
we would stock up [package contents] in the winter…every month we would go. 
Every month. It was a must.  
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She analogizes the preparation of packages for Rafīq to the work of ants. Her analogy is 

powerful; it attests to both the feeling of being relatively devoid of power vis-à-vis the state 

that decides arbitrarily on three visitation days to which the family scrambles to respond as 

well as the feeling of busily collecting goods and food for the greater cause and purpose of 

providing comfort for Rafīq. The response of Maryam’s family exemplifies how Rafīq has 

continued to live on in their daily lives. In some ways, it was as if the teenager had never 

been taken from the family home – clothes were still bought on his behalf and his share of 

the homemade treats was set aside. For Maryam and her family, Rafīq was present despite 

his absence and he figured into family decisions long after his disappearance.  

 Fūzīa also recalled hearing that visits opened at the prison and remembered how 

her family made it a regular practice of visiting the prison and preparing food and gathering 

clothing for her brother ‘Īsa. Like Maryam and her family, Fūzīa’s family collected a range 

of items to offer her brother:  

We continued to buy, I mean, sheets, comforters, indoor clothing, shaving 
materials—that was prohibited they said and would return them to us. Soap they 
would take.…I mean, anything a person needs for his everyday living, things like 
this. And we would take to him zumīṭa meals, if you know it? My mother would 
work it, we would do it this way [makes kneading motions with hands] when we 
would work with it and put it for him in a bag. 

 
Fūzīa offers detailed descriptions about how her mother exerted long hours preparing old, 

staple Libyan dishes and how the family considered the different conditions in which ‘Īsa 

may have been living; she mentions providing powdered milk so that he could enjoy dairy 

absent refrigeration and offering canned food, like tuna, that could be preserved for long 

periods of time. This close and sensitive attentiveness towards the range of conditions that 
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their relatives may have faced was shared by the majority of families and attests again to 

the significant place that their loved ones continued to occupy in their lives.  

 In addition to carefully considering the types of food and clothing that would 

benefit and comfort their relatives, another important theme that emerged among the 

families was an expression of empathy for and connection to the other men who occupied 

Abū Salīm Prison alongside their relatives. Several family members described how they 

not only prepared packages with their relatives in mind but also considered how their sons, 

brothers, and husbands might be able to share their packages with other imprisoned men, 

to whom some extended the affectionate term “brothers.” Fūzīa, for instance, in her 

description of her mother’s preparation of zumīṭa makes a point of stating that she would 

cook a very large batch to be shared among several men in prison: 

My mother would make it in a large pan. A large one so that, we would say, even 
those who are with him could eat with him.  

 
The consideration families showed toward men whom they did not know through their 

preparation of extra food and their collection of additional care items illustrates the notion 

that, for many families, anyone who was disappeared and arrested by the regime was part 

of a larger group to whom they felt connected and whom they occasionally described in 

terms of kinship.  

The preparation of packages by families also presented them with an opportunity 

to transgress the regime’s attempts to forcibly disappear and deny communication with 

their relatives. A few families described to me their attempts to facilitate communication 

with their relatives who they believed, but could not be certain, were incarcerated at Abū 

Salīm Prison. Some of these attempts were made through direct arrangements with prison 
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personnel, described in a following section, while other attempts were made through the 

very preparation of packages. Nagiyya, from Tripoli, described the multiple attempts she 

and her family made to conceal messages to her brother Ṣādiq in the packages they 

carefully prepared for him:  

[We took] anything that could please your mouth, any food you can name. During 
‘Īd, it would be meat. Candy, absīsa, zumīṭa, harīsa. Juice, soda. All of it. We even, 
the family we even worked to, I mean, maybe from watching TV is how we saw 
how [to do it] but there was this soap, Al-Ghasūl, if you know it. We used to write 
messages, we did. We would write messages and we would fold it like a pocket [in 
the soap box]. “We are good, thanks be to God and we are well.” We thought that 
it would reach him. It would, by God, it would make the family happy.  

 
The simple notion that her family was potentially reaching her brother through these small 

notes folded into the lining of soap boxes brought a kind of joy to the family. In addition 

to the soap boxes, Nagiyya also slipped notes with homemade pizza and tuna sandwiches: 

When I would go, I would say, “At least when he comes to eat bread, he would see 
the message.” When he would come to eat he would remember, “My family is 
here.”…My mom one of those days took her thick blanket because, she said, he 
would say “This is my mother’s blanket.” 

 
In this way, the packages symbolized a form of connection for families to their disappeared 

loved ones and the very act of delivering the packages offered them the opportunity to 

communicate with their relative symbolically, through sharing personal items like a 

blanket, and literally through messages hidden among and within the package goods. 

Packages therefore represented opportunities to transgress the state’s attempt to sanction 

communication between families and their relatives and represent small acts of subversion 

to the state.  

 The preparation of packages for their imprisoned relatives and the ways by which 

families figured into their everyday lives of their loved ones underlines the significance of 
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disappearance as a unique form of state repression that can mobilize and galvanize 

individuals as much as it attempts to disempower them. In addition, the sentiments of 

closeness for other imprisoned men expressed by some family members illustrates how 

disappearance created new solidarities along the same faultlines that the state sought to 

efface. These solidarities were further established and amplified through the act of visiting 

the prison and organizing trips among families, especially among families from eastern 

Libya for whom the commute to Abū Salīm Prison was the longest.   

 

Journeys to the Prison 

 While families from both Tripoli and its surrounding areas as well as Benghāzī and 

other eastern cities both visited the prison on a regular basis, their journeys to visit the 

prison were very distinct. In the case of families from eastern Libya, visits to Abū Salīm 

Prison often consisted of days long commutes and families would often travel together or 

take turns traveling to Tripoli by collecting and delivering other families’ packages during 

their trip. Connections between families in Benghāzī, therefore, were often developed 

through the process and ritual of delivering packages month after month. In the case of 

families from western Libya, the visits to Abū Salīm Prison were central to helping them 

further recognize the scope of the state’s violence and forge greater connections with other 

families, albeit connections that were less enduring than those between families from 

Benghāzī. Families in both eastern and western Libya were key orchestrators of the visits 

as Nagiyya makes clear in her description of what catalyzed her family to begin visiting 

Abū Salīm Prison:  
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The families, they would say to us: “We want to go to the prison.” We would take 
food. It was the families [who informed them of the visits]. So we went.  
 

 Families were permitted to bring packages to the prison on three distinct days every 

month. While many families in Tripoli and other cities in western Libya traveled to the 

prison on regular monthly basis, their proximity to the Abū Salīm Prison allowed them to 

commute to and from home each day. In contrast, families from eastern cities such as 

Benghāzī, Al-Maraj, and Darna had to endure a journey of nearly 1000 kilometers (or 600 

miles), which takes approximately thirteen hours by car. Families traversed this long 

distance by car, bus, and, occasionally and exceptionally, by plane. This extensive journey 

attests to the persisting belief among families that their relatives lived on despite their 

disappearances and their travels to Abū Salīm Prison are central to understanding how 

networks of families developed over the course of several months and years.  

Among the families outside of Tripoli and its immediate surroundings, the visits to 

Abū Salīm Prison took extensive planning and would often involve taking turns with other 

families or family members. Faraj Sharānī, whose family traces its origins to the interior 

city of Zilītan, which is over two hours southeast of Tripoli, began his visits to Abū Salīm 

Prison in the late 1990s. Faraj and some members of his family traveled by plane, which 

left the small city of Zilītan for Tripoli by way of the large coastal city of Misrāta. Faraj 

took turns with other members of his family in making the journey to the prison: 

I went probably twice. My older brother used to go and my mother and father went. 
They went for visits…The first trip, if I remember, when I went was approximately 
in ’98 or ’99. We used to sleep next to the prison over there. We spent the night 
there next to the prison. After that, I went in, approximately, in 2001 was when I 
went there. And then they [family members] went. Until about 2005 or 2006 and 
then we no longer went. We knew the story that happened [in reference to the prison 
killing]. We no longer went.  
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In Faraj’s experience, he and his family members took turns delivering packages of food 

and clothing for his three brothers though they would sometimes go together. The family 

visited the prison for nearly seven or eight years until they began to hear rumors that a 

killing had taken place at Abū Salīm Prison (to be discussed in the following chapter).  

 Like Faraj, Usāma Ḥamūda, whose father Aḥmad owned a juice factory in the town 

of Zilītan and also worked at Tripoli University on the aeronautics faculty, visited Abū 

Salīm Prison in the nineties and stopped in the early 2000s. Usāma was born in 1992, the 

same year that his father disappeared while at work at Tripoli University. From a very 

young age he visited the prison with his mother, who took packages for her husband. 

We used to go. We [he and his siblings] were kids. We would stand outside the 
prison and there was no one who would let us in.  

 
Usāma recalls the visits to Abū Salīm Prison from the perspective of a child, who endured 

regular four-hour round trip visits to the prison outside which he would stand for hours 

with his mother and siblings.  

In contrast to Faraj and Usāma’s visits, ‘Usmān of Benghāzī described visiting the 

prison by himself or in the company of other young men whose brothers were also believed 

to be incarcerated at Abū Salīm Prison: 

I used to go independently or myself and some of the young men [would go]. 
Sometimes we would take clothes and we would return the same day or the next 
day by plane. Sometimes we would go by plane and other times would go by car.  

 
‘Usmān implied that he didn’t want his parents and his other siblings to visit the prison 

and, in a sense, seemed to be protecting them from engagements with the regime. ‘Usmān 

was familiar with the other young men with whom he traveled because they also had family 
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members who were forcibly disappeared and some of them lived in the same neighborhood, 

including Fatḥī Terbil whose brother was also disappeared by the regime. Occasionally, 

some families were not in a position to make the journey to Abū Salīm Prison, financially 

or personally, and ‘Usmān and other families would take goods on their behalf.   

I mean, sometimes we went together and sometimes we would go just Fatḥī and I. 
It depended on the preparation, I mean. There were some [families] who weren’t 
prepared. There were some who did not have the funds to travel. And there were 
some who would send us with clothes, if perhaps he couldn’t travel [or] he’s 
involved with work and so forth. “These are clothes for my brother, take it and 
bring it with you.” And we would take it from them with us.  

 
The collaboration among families, particularly from eastern Libya, in the delivery of 

packages to Abū Salīm Prison that ‘Usmān details is an important examples of how 

families came to be further acquainted through the trips to Abū Salīm Prison. Even if family 

members did not themselves always travel together, they did collaborate and coordinate to 

send packages, which constituted a new form of trust that is especially significant given 

the climate of distrust that the RCC and other forces in Libya sought to instill between 

citizens. 

 Upon descending on the prison, families sometimes spent days waiting across from 

the prison entrance for a single vehicle to appear upon which they would rush to load the 

food, clothing and mementos they had collected for their loved ones (see Illustration 7). 

Nazīha recalled the chaotic atmosphere when a truck would emerge from beyond the prison 

walls: 

From inside the prison it [a vehicle] would come out. Sometimes a truck, sometimes 
a small car, sometimes…they would begin bringing, people would begin running. 
Running to put things. Of course, so what would they do? Put, put, put, put, put, 
put. When the car was full it would go and things would be falling off. It was 
normal, he [the driver] didn’t care if it was spilling over each other or…and that’s 
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it. And if it was full, that was it. No, it wasn’t going to return. That was it. You 
could die. It was normal…they weren’t concerned about you…[Nazīha takes a deep 
breath] 

 
Nazīha emphasizes how this process represented another dimension of the state’s 

indifference toward the families of the disappeared and imprisoned. She refers to the 

excruciating feeling upon witnessing the apathy of the driver in terms of death: “You could 

die.” She reiterates several times how this lack of concern was normal, or routinized, in the 

behavior of prison personnel.  

An exemplary example of this indifference was the unclear time at which the 

vehicle would emerge from the prison to collect the packages families had prepared. 

Several families emphasized the long stretches of time, upwards of twelve hours and 

sometimes even days, that they were compelled to wait for the vehicle to appear. Yet 

another unintended consequence of this bureaucratic and regime apathy, however, was that 

the long waits facilitated fraternizing among the families, who came to know each other 

during the long waits outdoors. Although Fūzīa primarily sat and chatted with her sisters, 

she observed many of the older women and men conversing with one another while they 

waited outside the prison, including her mother and father: 

By God, my mom would talk…there were relationships, yes, even for my mom. 
The old women would, they would sit together and talk together this way. And my 
dad would be with the old men. 

 
Fūzīa described the number of people outside the prison as a “crowd” that was 

“indescribable,” from which her mother became acquainted with several women from the 

eastern areas of Libya. 
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Nagiyya also recalled the arrival of groups of families from Benghāzī, many of 

whom had orchestrated their trips to the prison together, and how they became close by 

sharing time together waiting outside the prison: 

There were trucks that would come from the eastern area -  Benghāzī and 
Ajdabiyya. And all of us would be sitting there under…there was a mulberry tree, 
if you saw it. It’s still there? [Amina: Yes, yes.] The mulberry tree outside the prison 
was small. It would shade us where we would sit. So it was, by God, a blessing 
upon them, the families. We knew each other. All of us. We would go out and we 
would spend time together. There were families who would offer tea and offer 
water for the people who came from afar. We would even say to them, “Come on 
home with us” to those from Benghāzī because it was for three days [that they were 
there]. 

 
Nagiyya’s emphasis on the relationships between families that developed as a result of 

their congregating at Abū Salīm Prison further underlines the significance of space for the 

development of social networks and, eventually, collective action itself. Moreover, the very 

attempts of Gaddafi’s regime to erode or defer the development of public infrastructure, 

such as the failure to resurrect a railway system that had connected western and eastern 

areas of Libya until 1965, and to render precarious and uncertain the workings of the 

bureaucratic infrastructure served instead to facilitate, rather than impede, connections 

between ordinary citizens. The aggregation of individuals outside of the Abū Salīm Prison 

facilitated what Sewell (2001) has termed “coprescence,” a necessary an important 

condition for contentious politics: “Spatial location enables and constrains copresence. In 

order for persons to interact with one another, they must be brought into each other’s 

presence, either personally and bodily or in some mediated fashion….Where people and 

things are located in space powerfully constrains or enables copresence, especially bodily 

copresence” (p. 57). This is especially important among the families from Benghāzī and 
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other eastern cities, whose coordination together facilitated an even stronger development 

of networks that would later become integral in the development of a family association 

and offers some insight into why the association developed in the eastern region of Libya. 

 

 

Illustration 7: Entrance to Abū Salīm Prison. Families waited for hours and, in some cases, 

days outside the entrance to Abū Salīm Prison to offer packages of food and clothing to 

their relatives whom they believed were imprisoned inside. Source: Amina Zarrugh.  

CONCLUSION 

In the years following the disappearances of men throughout eastern and western 

Libya, families continued to inquire about their whereabouts from multiple sources, namely 

from neighbors and the internal security forces. The government’s repeated denials of 
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information and their intimidation of families only agitated families to further demand 

answers. Their persistent inquiries and their resolute refusal to stop searching for their 

loved ones constituted an important, albeit subtle, resistance to the regime. In addition, the 

evasions on the part of the government only further facilitated the development of 

connections and bonds between families who would share information with one another, 

such as when Faraj’s neighbor told him that he had witnessed his brothers Salaḥ, ‘Ashūr 

and ‘Abd Al-Salām at Abū Salīm Prison while he was himself imprisoned there. 

Connections and networks among families developed most during the nineties when 

incessant inquiries eventually led families to the prison itself to deliver packages for their 

loved ones. The work of preparing the packages and imagining their receipt by their 

imprisoned relatives reaffirmed family commitments to the imprisoned and even developed 

among some families an extended empathy for all of the men incarcerated at Abū Salīm 

Prison, which Fūzīa expressed as it concerned preparing large pans of food so that her 

brother ‘Īsa might share meals with his fellow inmates. The physical aggregation of 

families just outside the walls of Abū Salīm Prison on three days of each month to deliver 

packages further permitted the families to mutually recognize the scope of the state’s 

violence, to communicate and share information, and, especially for families in Benghāzī, 

to organize trips together to Libya’s capital city, as ‘Usmān did with his good friend and 

neighbor Fatḥī. These forms of connection and collaboration were early forms of explicit 

family organizing which further developed among families from the eastern region of 

Libya, whose long commutes to Tripoli afforded them greater opportunities to coordinate 

and bond among one another. Their ritual travels to Abū Salīm Prison, which continued for 
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years even after the contested prison killing in 1996, are key in understanding both the 

unintended consequences of disappearance and how families were poised to mobilize in 

the 2000s following their unexpected receipt of death certificates from the government.  
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Chapter 3: “All of them are my brothers”: Death Certificates, Banned 
Funerals and the Establishment of a Family Movement  

Nazīha’s pharmacy is located in the Abū Salīm neighborhood of Tripoli, just 

“south of the prison” in her words. A number of pharmacies scatter the neighborhood, 

each of them recognizable by a large crescent that encompasses the emblematic sign of 

public health that is the Bowl of Hygeia, which features a snake, a renowned symbol of 

immortality and healing, with its body wrapped around a shallow glass. Nazīha’s 

pharmacy, which she has owned for decades, is located on the main street in the 

neighborhood, which was undergoing heavy construction — piles of dirt and rock 

intermittently occupied the road and traffic was restricted to one direction. After many 

detours, I finally reach her pharmacy doors into which she warmly welcomed me. Leading 

me past glass cases that flank the interior, we entered a small space in the back of the 

pharmacy. Shelves adorn the walls from roof to ceiling packed with merchandise. Several 

rows of Panadol Extra (Strength), one of the common everyday pain medications, stands 

out sharply in red containers on a shelf at eye-level. On one shelf the ornate calligraphy 

on the binding of a Qur’an contrasts sharply with the boxes of medical supplies and other 

paperwork that occupy the shelves. A box of Kleenex and a binder for what appears to be 

record keeping sit prominently on the table around which we are seated for our 

conversation.  

With sight lines to the front of the store in case any patrons entered, Nazīha tells 

me about how she stopped by her pharmacy in the early evening on Friday June 28th, 1996 

– the day before the prison killing – to get some medicine. Her daughter was very ill and 
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was given a prescription, which she went to fill at her pharmacy with her husband. 

Immediately upon entering the area of Abū Salīm, she sensed that the environment was 

unusual. Barriers had been erected along the roads and cars were going back and forth 

from the prison. Unable to park close to her pharmacy entrance because of the roadblocks, 

she and her husband parked in an alleyway and walked to her pharmacy. She said that 

there was chatter among people nearby that there was a situation at the prison. Fearful 

for her brother, she immediately began crying out for him but was quickly hushed her by 

her husband, who attempted to console her. “They’re all my brothers,” she said to her 

husband, “they’re all my brothers.” Since that evening, Naziha was acutely aware that 

something catastrophic had occurred at the prison. Uncertain of what had happened, 

however, she still had some hope that she might see her brother again. The sincere 

optimism of her sister, whose husband was also disappeared and believed imprisoned at 

Abū Salīm Prison, also fueled Nazīha’s sense of hope.  

Despite the suspicion that something tragic had befallen those incarcerated at Abū 

Salīm Prison, the family was still unprepared for the receipt of her brother Muḥammad’s 

death certificate six years later in 2002 and thirteen years after his disappearance from 

their home in 1989. Among the earliest cases of families receiving notice of a relative’s 

death, Nazīha’s family was strictly prohibited from erecting a large khīma, or tent awning, 

erected in between alleys near a family’s home where people come to pay their condolences 

and collectively mourn with the aggrieved. Nazīha’s family nevertheless welcomed families 

to their home, many of whom also had family members who had been forcibly disappeared 

years earlier. She described the gathering of families at her home as a collective funeral. 
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The official notification of the death of Nazīha’s brother Muḥammad signaled to them that 

perhaps their relatives had also met the same fate: “All the people came to us and paid 

their condolences. Because all of the people were awaiting news of their sons. So it was 

that all of them came to us.  All of the people who knew us from these prisoners. By God 

the great, their wives…I mean, it was a horrible day. January 24, 2002. A horrible day. 

That’s it. You would say it meant that the son Faraj Al-Qamra [Nazīha’s father] died. It 

meant that, for us, it’s probably the end.”  

The receipt of death certificates among families across Libya as early as 2002 

represented for many a rupture in the hope that their relatives, despite their disappearance 

many years earlier, remained alive at Abū Salīm Prison. In this chapter, I examine how the 

political climate in Libya shifted in the late 1990s and early 2000s, partly through the 

country’s rapprochement with the United States and Western Europe, and led the regime 

to slowly release death certificates to families whose relatives had disappeared in the late 

1980s and early 1990s and were imprisoned at Abū Salīm Prison. Upon receipt of the death 

certificates, which generally listed no cause of death and were dated in differing ways, 

families were prohibited from holding funerals. The certificates, far from quelling the 

inquiries of the families, ruptured many of their beliefs that their relatives were alive. I 

contextualize the Libyan state’s prohibition on funerals within a broader discussion in 

social movement studies about the potential of funerals to serve as an opportunity for 

individuals to act collectively. In the Libyan case, the state prohibited funerals to neutralize 

potential collective organizing, as social movement scholars would predict, but the death 

certificates raised many more questions than they answered. The rupture the death 
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certificates introduced—namely feelings of confusion, ambiguity, and uncertainty—only 

further opened a space for the families to mobilize explicitly against the regime in demand 

for clear answers about what happened to their loved ones. I argue that the families were 

in a position to organize after receiving the death certificates owing to their connections, 

or “submerged networks” in Melucci’s (1989) words, in the many years prior, namely 

through belonging to similar neighborhoods and being aware of the mutual disappearances 

of their loved ones.  
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Illustration 8: Nazīha’s brother Muḥammad Faraj Al-Qamra. Naziha pulled from her 

handbag this photograph of her brother during our conversation at her pharmacy. Nazīha 

carries it with her wherever she goes, which is clear from the creases and wrinkles that 

show its wear. Source: Nazīha Faraj Al-Qamra. 

RUMORS OF A MASSACRE AND LIBYA’S RAPPROCHEMENT WITH THE WEST  

Libya’s Ongoing Policing of Political Opposition  

Throughout the mid-1990s, Gaddafi continued his violent arrest campaign of 

individuals that his security apparatus perceived as belonging to political opposition 

movements organizing under the rubric of Islam. Hundreds of individuals, some of whom 

were believed to belong to the Muslim Brotherhood, were arrested. Most importantly, the 

stigma of the groups extended to anyone deemed sympathetic. As Pargeter (2008) writes, 

“In the summer of 1996, the regime launched major offenses throughout the east of the 

country, and carried out ground and air attacks on LIFG [Libyan Islamic Fighting Group] 

bases in the mountains. It also arrested scores of suspected Islamists and their 

sympathizers” (p. 97). Disappearances, arrests, and assassinations knew no boundaries and 

were even pursued outside of Libya in Europe and the United States. Most arrests, however, 

were concentrated in the eastern region of the country and eventually focused on entire 

families. The state promulgated the “Charter of Honor” in 1997, which essentially 

mandated collective punishment for any individuals who aided and abetted individuals 

suspected of organizing against the state; the criteria for aiding such individuals was 

purposely broad and could be said to target families as providing shelter or expressing 
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sympathy for suspects was tantamount enough to sanction punishment, which could 

include cutting public goods, such as electricity, to entire families or tribes (St. John 2012). 

These efforts continued for years after June 29th, 1996, when it is regarded by 

international human rights organizations that approximately 1269 prisoners were killed in 

the course of a few hours in retaliation for a small prison uprising at Abū Salīm Prison. The 

magnitude of the violence reverberated throughout the neighborhood of Abū Salīm, where 

people living in close proximity to the prison could hear the gunshots. As a result, rumors, 

advanced by people in the neighborhood and former prisoners, began circulating shortly 

after 1996 that a grave killing had transpired at the prison. Nazīha, for instance, stated that 

a local baker near her pharmacy who had contracts with the prison recalled preparing far 

fewer orders than he had been requested to prepare the day of the killing. In addition, some 

men, whose testimonies later became the basis for human rights reports on the issue, were 

released from Abū Salīm in the latter part of the 1990s and attested to hearing and 

witnessing gunshots consistent with a mass killing having taken place 1996. These rumors, 

however, remained unconfirmed and uncorroborated by the state and were confined to 

conversations among ordinary citizens.  

In spite of these rumors, the arrests continued and by 1999 Gaddafi stated that he 

had effectively eliminated any and all Islamic opposition from Libya (Chorin 2012). This 

statement came only two years before the Al-Qaeda-led attacks on the World Trade Center 

and Pentagon on September 11, 2001 (9/11) and only four years before the U.S.-led war 

on Iraq that would put into motion a series of agreements that thawed decades-old cold 

relations between Libya and the United States.  
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Less than a week following 9/11, then President George W. Bush declared that the 

U.S. would hold the perpetrators of the attacks responsible and he used the terminology of 

war that would be last for decades. He stated, “This crusade—this war on terrorism—is 

going to take awhile. And the American people must be patient” (Bazinet 2011; emphasis 

added). The semantics of a “war on terrorism” would shift later to “a global struggle against 

violent extremism” (Schmitt and Shanker 2005) but it became for many years a key focus 

of foreign policy in the United States and across Western Europe, especially in the United 

Kingdom. This declaration transformed the notion of war; Amar (2011) writes, “the 

boundarylessness of the War on Terror, the unpredictability of air attacks and terror attacks, 

and the globalization and totalization of surveillance and security industries may have 

changed the nature of war” (p. 21). 

This focus on terrorism was broad in scope, focusing on both states that sponsored 

terrorism, such as Libya, and non-state actors, such as Al Qaeda. States deemed supportive 

of terrorism were declared by President Bush to belong to an “axis of evil” and included 

the countries of Iran, Iraq, and North Korea (Miller Center 2009). This definition was later 

extended by John R. Bolton, Under Secretary of State at the time, in 2002 to include a 

“Beyond the Axis of Evil” category of countries that included Libya (Bolton 2002). The 

inclusion of Libya in this nomination of rogue states exerted pressure on the country, 

particularly as concerned the possession of weapons of mass destruction (WMDs) in the 

face of an impending invasion of Iraq in early 2003.  

 Accordingly, the Libyan government officially renounced WMDs in December of 

2003 though discussions had begun much earlier in mid-March of 2003. This first 
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discussion coincided with the invasion of Iraq and the full-scale renunciation occurred on 

the nineteenth of December, just six days after the capture of Sadaam Hussein in Iraq 

(Office of the Press Secretary 2003b). The timing of Gaddafi’s renunciation was 

specifically emphasized by figures of the Bush administration, who regarded it as anything 

but coincidental: 

In Libya, Moammar Gahdafi [sic], having witnessed our determination in 
Afghanistan and Iraq, has given up his nuclear ambitions. Five days after Saddam 
Hussein was captured, Colonel Gahdafi announced he would turn over all of his 
weapons of mass destruction materials. The designs, the uranium, the centrifuges 
now reside down at a U.S. facility in Oak Ridge, Tennessee (Applause.) (Office of 
the Vice President 2004) 

  
Although the renunciation of WMDs was the public and political face of Libya’s 

rapprochement, the Bush administration narrative of Libya’s renunciation of WMDs omits 

the convergence of interests related to religious “extremism” that united the U.S. and Libya 

despite decades of sanctions and the absence of diplomatic relations. The conversations 

around abandoning nuclear proliferation were initiated by the Libyan state and, according 

to Gaddafi’s son and his heir apparent Saif Al-Islam who was a key figure in the dialogues 

with the U.S. and U.K., the conversations began precisely because “Libya proposed a 

strategic dialogue on mutual concerns starting with extremism” (MacLeod 2006). The issue 

of “extremism” was a central tenant of Libya’s rapprochement with the West. As President 

Bush outlined during his speech announcing Libya’s renunciation of WMDs: 

Libya should also fully engage in the war against terror. Its government, in response 
to the United Nations Security Council Lockerbie33 demands, has already 

                                                
33 “Lockerbie” refers to the bombing and subsequent crash of Pan Am Flight 103 on December 21, 1988 in 
the area of Lockerbie, Scotland. The flight, carrying 243 passengers and 16 crew members, was a trans-
Atlantic flight from Frankfurt, Germany to Detroit, Michigan via stops in London and New York city. Libyan 
nationals, believed to have been operating under Gaddafi’s direction and that of his intelligence officer ‘Abd 
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renounced all acts of terrorism and pledged cooperation in the international fight 
against terrorism (Office of the Press Secretary 2003a) 

 
The issue of extremism was, therefore, both a driving force behind Libya’s rapprochement 

with the U.S. and Western Europe as well as an ongoing expectation of the renewed 

relationship. Interests between the U.S. and Libya converged in particular on the issue of 

how particular forms of dissidence, namely men organizing under the rubric of Islam, ought 

to be policed and their organizational ambitions preempted.  

 

Terms of Rapprochement: Combatting “Extremism”  

 According to interviews with TIME magazine dating back to 2001, Gaddafi 

indicated that an “increasing spread of Islamic extremism forced him to change course” in 

Libya and, by extension, engage in dialogues with the U.S. and the U.K. regarding WMDs 

and reparations for family members of the bombing of the passenger airliner over 

Lockerbie, Scotland (MacLeod 2006). These renewed discussions opened up a vista for 

change for Libya, which was reintegrated into the international community after decades 

of economic sanctions that had ravaged the country’s economy. With change, however, 

also came a great degree of continuity, if not improvement, in the policing of certain forms 

of dissidence for the Libyan state. The mutual interests of the Libyan state and U.S. and 

U.K. in combatting terrorism made legible a “terrorist” enemy, which President Bush 

described in July 2004 in remarks at a Wisconsin rally: 

Our immediate task in places like Iraq and Afghanistan is to capture or kill the 
terrorists and foreign fighters. See, you can’t talk sense to terrorists. You can’t 

                                                
Al-Bāsiṭ Muḥammad Al-Maqraḥī, were held accountable for the bombing. Subsequent FBI investigations 
concluded that the bomb was likely concealed in Samsonite luggage aboard the flight.  
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negotiate with the terrorists. You cannot sit back and hope for the best. We must 
stay on the offensive. We will engage the enemies in Afghanistan, Iraq, and around 
the world so we do not have to face them here at home (Office of the Press Secretary 
2004; emphasis added) 

 
The notion that “terrorists” were not amenable to dialogue or negotiation is consistent with 

a zero-tolerance approach, which is the way by which Gaddafi policed political opposition 

in Libya. Furthermore, the enemy as outlined by the U.S. required an approach to 

surveilling, apprehending, and detaining “terrorists” abroad rather than on home soil. This 

approach, albeit with significant differences, mirrors to a degree Gaddafi’s “stray dogs 

campaign” in which he relentlessly pursued opposition across borders and boundaries. 

 A tangible example of the ways by which a certain form of dissidence was made 

legible on a global scale following Libya’s reintegration into the international political 

system was the nomination of specific groups as “terrorist groups.” The U.S. Department 

of State and the U.K. Home Office maintain lists of “foreign terrorist organizations” and 

“proscribed terrorist organizations,” respectively. On December 17th, 2004, less than a year 

after Libya’s renunciation of weapons of mass destruction, the LIFG, the most notorious 

group in Libya that opposed Gaddafi and organized in Islamic terms, was deemed a terrorist 

group by the U.S. (U.S. Department of State 2015). The following year in October 2005, 

the U.K. deemed LIFG a terrorist organization (U.K. Home Office 2015). The U.K. Home 

Office points in particular to the LIFG as “part of the wider global Islamist extremist 

movement, as inspired by Al Qa’ida [sic]” (U.K. Home Office 2015; p. 14 ).  

Despite the involvement of many LIFG members in the war against the Soviets in 

Afghanistan during the 1980s, the activities of the LIFG at the time of their nomination as 

terrorist organizations by the U.S. and the U.K. were directed toward Libyan politics and 
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opposition to Gaddafi. According to Hilsum (2012), “in 1998, Osama bin Laden asked the 

LIFG to amalgamate with Al Qaeda, but they refused, saying they were only interested in 

fighting Gaddafi not in joining a worldwide jihad” (p. 90).  It was only later that the 

organization drew members to fight in the insurgency in Iraq and members were implicated 

in other attacks outside of Libya. Many of the LIFG leadership have disputed their 

connections to Al Qaeda and have specifically renounced any affiliation with the 

organization (Ferran and Momtaz 2011). However, the nomination of LIFG as a terrorist 

group by the U.S. and the U.K. was an important precursor to organizing the renditions of 

LIFG members to Libya by the American and British intelligence agencies, which became 

a publicly unacknowledged hallmark of the renewed relationship with Libya (Chorin 

2012).  

 According to hundreds of pages of documents discovered in Libyan security agency 

offices following the 2011 popular uprising against the Gaddafi regime, there was a very 

close relationship between the Libyan regime and the secret intelligence agencies of the 

U.S. CIA, British MI6, and Canada CSIS. These documents34, which relate to the rendition 

                                                
34 Human Rights Watch (2012) examined these Tripoli documents in detail and concluded that there was 
extensive collusion between the Libyan government and the U.S. in the deliberate targeting of particular 
Libyan opposition figures who were deemed “terrorists.” The report reads: “One such revelation, documented 
in this report, is the degree of involvement of the United States government under the Bush administration in 
the arrest of opponents of the former Libyan leader, Muammar Gaddafi, living abroad, the subsequent torture 
and other ill-treatment of many of them in US custody, and their forced transfer back to Libya. (Human 
Rights Watch 2012; p. 1). The report illustrates how the Bush administration, through its arrests and 
renditions of Libyans deemed “terrorists,” was complicit in policing individuals involved in Libyan 
opposition movements. The category of “terrorist” that emerged after the declaration of a “global war on 
terror” was defined by signs of an Islamic identity, policed years before by the Gaddafi regime. Human Rights 
Watch (2012) maintained that the inability, or disinterest, on the part of the U.S. to distinguish between 
groups targeting the U.S. and groups opposing their own governments represented a “failure” that “risked 
aligning the United States with brutal dictators and aided their efforts to dismiss all political opponents as 
terrorists” (p. 2). 
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of “terror suspects in third-party countries” exhibit the ways by which “the Libyans were 

interested to learn about alleged Islamic radicals involved in anti-Gadhafi activity in 

Canada, the United States and Europe” and “the United States and Britain were interested 

in any detail Libya could provide about al Qaeda” (Wedeman 2011). According to 

Nordland (2011), the U.S. “‘sent terror suspects at least eight times for questioning in Libya 

despite that country’s reputation for torture’…with many of them concentrated in late 2003 

and 2004.”  

 Renditions of Libyan nationals from all parts of the world were returned to Libya 

by U.S. secret operatives despite their likelihood to be tortured and possibly killed by the 

Libyan regime (Human Rights Watch 2012). Many of the individuals forcibly returned by 

the U.S. to Libya were imprisoned and forced to “publically renounce their aim of 

overthrowing the government by force,” which illustrates how the aims of many of the men 

semantically indicted as “global terrorists” were very much concentrated on reforming their 

own societies albeit by militarized means (Human Rights Watch 2012; p. 11). 

 It was, therefore, following the attacks of 9/11 and in this political context of 

rapprochement that the Libyan government both continued its policing of individuals that 

it regarded as political dissidents and/or “Islamic extremists” and also attempted to present 

itself as a state worthy of being reincorporated into the international political system, which 

included attesting in very public ways to the country’s respect for and advancement of 

human rights. This process was set in motion as early as 2001, after the 9/11 attacks, and 

was only expedited through the official rekindled relations in 2003 onward.  
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STATE-ISSUED DEATH CERTIFICATES AND BANNED FUNERALS 

The onset of the Libyan state’s attempt to advance an image of itself as upholding 

human rights is in part evidenced by the release of death certificates to families of 

disappeared relatives beginning in 2001 and proceeding in earnest in 2002 and 2003. 

Although the state did not officially concede that prisoners were killed at Abū Salīm Prison 

until several years later in 2004, at which time they provided very few details as concerned 

the scope of the prisoners who were killed, the government did slowly begin releasing 

death certificates in 2001. The government staggered the release of death certificates over 

the course of several years and cohorts of families were provided with death certificates at 

different times; some families were never provided with death certificates at all and are 

still in the process of acquiring them. The release of these death certificates can be 

understood as an attempt by the state to advance a notion of respecting human rights but 

the release of the certificates, particularly in an intermittent and inconsistent sequence and 

accompanied by the prohibition on holding funerals, caused a rupture in the beliefs of 

families that their disappeared relatives were alive despite their absence. 

In 2003, Fūzīa heard from a close relative that her brother, ‘Īsa, had passed away, 

which they assumed had happened that very day: 

We thought that he had just died, I mean. We thought, I mean, like you would say 
‘he died today and the news arrived.’ 

 
When she first received the news through a relative, she assumed that her brother had died 

naturally. It wasn’t until she actually received and read the death certificate that she was 

uncertain about how her brother died. 
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The death certificate, I read it by myself. Written on it was ‘death certificate’ and 
the name of the deceased and that was it. Not when he died, not the cause of death, 
the date, or anything at all. Not anything….And then my siblings told me, ‘you all 
are not to put up a tent [for a funeral].’ 

 
Fūzīa’s siblings went to a government office to confirm that her brother was indeed 

deceased as it read on the death certificate. They wanted to be certain that the death 

certificate was not in error: 

They went to be sure of the death certificate. And they [government officials] said 
to them: ‘So, there can be no funeral. There can be nothing like the usual tent or 
welcoming of anyone or anything’….Don’t do anything that resembles a funeral. 
[Amina: Like a tent in the street.]. No, no, no, no or to invite anyone or not a thing 
at all. Even people who heard from afar, people who could come to give their 
condolences and everything: it was only close relatives, I mean. It was no 
longer…all of the people were afraid and said, ‘we don’t want to come.’ 

 
As Fūzīa attests, the state’s prohibition on funerals specified that families could not erect a 

tent awning in their neighborhood. The awning was often hung across alleyways near the 

home of the deceased. Serving as a makeshift roof, it sheltered men or women mourners 

who gathered to offer their condolences to the deceased. Mourners in Libya often stay with 

a family for several days while and after funeral rites are performed. The prohibition on 

funerals, and specifically the tent awning, was precisely designed to prevent a public 

mourning on behalf of the disappeared relative. This strategy was effective, in Fūzīa’s 

view, because people were too intimidated to visit her family to offer their condolences. 

While ‘Īsa’s death certificate did not provide a date of his death to Fūzīa’s family, 

many other families received death certificates that provided a range of dates as early as a 

couple of years before the purported prison killing to several years afterward. The dates 

were inconsistent in a way that would be the case if the men had all died naturally on 

different days, except that many certificates did not provide a cause of death and there were 
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no witnesses, such as doctors, to confirm the deaths. Nagiyya, whose brother Ṣādiq was 

forcibly taken from their home only one year before the prison killing in 1995, received 

both his death certificate and a document delineating the circumstances of his death in 2003 

(see Illustration 9). Nagiyya’s brother and brother-in-law acquired the certificate after 

being informed to check with the local internal security office in her local area of Al-Darībī 

by an acquaintance who as a neighbor and had been incarcerated at ‘Ain Zāra Prison, 

another prison in Tripoli well-known for incarcerating political dissidents. The document, 

which was issued in April of 2002, states that Ṣādiq died on March 3rd, 1996. His cause of 

death reads “tuberculosis.” Nagiyya and her family had continued to travel to the prison to 

deliver care packages at the first of every month long after 1996, when the death certificate 

indicates that her brother died. For all these years, no one at the prison implied that her 

brother had died or informed them to cease their visitation. The only time that Nagiyya’s 

family was turned away from the prison was in July of 1996, which corresponds to a few 

days after the purported prison killing on June 29, 1996. She recalled seeing many military 

figures frequenting the prison and she and her family were turned away and told to return 

after a few months.    
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Illustration 9: Government-issued death certificate and information about circumstances of 

death. These are the documents provided to Nagiyya’s family that notified them of the 

death of her brother Ṣādiq ‘Umar Al-Qishṭī. The death certificate (left), dated April 13th 

2002, states that he died on March 5th, 1996. Of note is the absence of any information on 

the last three lines of the certificate, which relate to who may have witnessed Ṣādiq’s death. 

The document concerning the circumstances of death (right) states that Ṣādiq’s cause of 

death was tuberculosis. Source: Nagiyya ‘Umar Al-Qishṭī. 

 

Given that Abū Salīm Prison not only incarcerated political dissidents but also military 

figures, Nagiyya and her family concluded that perhaps the uncanny atmosphere they 

encountered at the prison in 1996 related to military affairs that would not concern her 
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brother. It was only years later that people began to speculate about what happened and her 

family, she says, came up with their own theories about Ṣādiq’s whereabouts even after 

receiving the death certificate: 

They brought to us the death certificate. We, at that time, were aware that some 
said they were killed. There were some who said they died. Some said they didn’t 
die. Some said they let them go. For our part, we would say that there was in the 
Martyr’s Square,35 underneath the courtyard, there were hidden prisoners. I mean, 
look at what we would say. We would say sometimes that they’re there or 
sometimes that they moved them to Darna [city in eastern Libya] or sometimes that 
they moved them to Benghazi. I mean, we started saying Benghāzī. I mean, you 
would say other times that they didn’t move them… 

 
Nagiyya speaks to the plethora of narratives that were circulating as early as 2002 that 

something catastrophic may have occurred at Abū Salīm Prison. Even upon receiving the 

death certificate, she states, her family continued to speculate widely about what could 

have happened aside from a mass killing. With a tone of sadness and desperation, she 

implies that her family found any possible scenario, no matter how far fetched or 

unrealistic, to believe to avoid concluding that her brother had lost his life to regime-

orchestrated violence at Abū Salīm Prison. The family came to terms with the news, 

however, when they went again to a civil prison to confirm the death certificate. It was 

there that the family was instructed to not hold a funeral: 

So we took the death cetificate and when they got the certificate, they said, ‘Do not 
do a khīma. Do not do a funeral.’ The neighborhood, the neighbors, of course, no 

                                                
35 As noted earlier, Martyr’s Square is an open courtyard in downtown Tripoli that hosts social events and 
celebrations throughout the year. A popular gathering spot, it is surrounded by Italian-era architecture that 
hosts upscale boutiques and shops on the bottom floors and old apartments on top. The square also opens a 
vista on the Mediterranean Sea and is anchored by the Red Castle, a building that dates before the sixteenth 
century. The castle houses a museum and flanks the city’s oldest marketplaces, where Libyans go to buy 
attire and gold for weddings. Reference to the square as the “Martyr’s Square” among some generations was 
a subversive act as Gaddafi renamed this square, “The Green Square.” It was only after 2011 that most people 
resurrected again its pre-revolutionary name as “Martyr’s Square.”   
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one came to us. The ḥajj36 [her father] stayed crying. He would cry and say, ‘I want 
to die.’ I mean, to die before him. 

Unlike the pharmacist Nazīha, who described the receipt of her brother’s death certificate 

and the gathering the family had at their home as a collective funeral for their friends and 

neighbors whose relatives had also been forcibly disappeared, Nagiyya said that no one 

came to her household after she received her brother’s death certificate. Her family 

mourned in isolation as a result of the state’s prohibition on funerals, which they observed 

as did their neighbors.  

 As Nagiyya expressed with regard to her own family, there were lingering doubts 

among families that their relatives had died in the Abū Salīm Prison killing even after 

having received the death certificates. The receipt of the death certificates was met with a 

range of reactions among family members. Fāiza received the death certificate for her 

brother in 2009, many years later than Nagiyya or Fūzīa. For her, the death certificate was 

difficult to fully come to terms with. 

Thanks be to God. I remember, I mean, it wasn’t that I wasn’t ready. I knew that 
the martyrs, that God had their lives and they are blessed. All of them [family and 
friends] were worried about me. I was maybe affected or something because that’s 
it, this was an official paper, his death certificate. All of the…he died, I 
mean…basically, they did it so that they didn’t die on the twenty-ninth day of June. 
No, no. For my brother, they put it that he died in 200…198…not ’89, by God. In 
’98. They made it so that he died after the massacre by two years. And another 
person they made it that he died before it by two days, before the massacre. For 
another person they did it that he was dead after it by a number of months. The 
important thing is that it wasn’t on the day of the massacre. The death certificates 
were falsified.  

 

                                                
36 Ḥāj or ḥāja refer to men and women, respectively, who have completed the religious ḥajj pilgrimage to 
Mecca and Madina in Saudi Arabia. These referents are also respectfully conferred upon elder members of 
the community, who are regarded as having reached an age whereby they are likely to have completed the 
pilgrimage.  



 150 

In the process of describing the receipt of her brother ‘Abd Al-Karīm’s death certificate, 

Fāiza herself works through the fact that he has died. She pauses multiple times throughout 

her discussion of the certificate as she reflects on how the official affirmation of his death 

was disruptive to her. She has firm command of her reflections, however, when she 

describes how the death certificate eventually made her feel  

Praise be to God. I can’t tell you enough. My stance before they informed me, when 
the paper came about my brother. My stance after the official came to me on March 
3rd, 2009 it was, I mean, it changed one hundred and eighty degrees. The 
communication about my brother gave me determination, gave me strength, gave 
me resolve that was accentuated to uncover, with God’s help, this issue.  

 
For Fāiza the initial unsettling feelings introduced by the death certificate and the 

affirmation of her brother’s death transformed into a motivation to seek more answers 

about what had happened. The rupture introduced by the death certificates did not, 

therefore, resolve the uncertainty and lack of closure for the families but, rather, it created 

the conditions to ask more questions about the circumstances of their relatives’ 

disappearances and deaths. 

 For sons and daughters of men who were forcibly disappeared and subsequently 

incarcerated and killed at Abū Salīm Prison, the absent body and attendant funeral make 

the notion of the fathers’ deaths all the more elusive. Amīra Al-Miṣratī, who has lived her 

entire life in Benghāzī, was an infant when her father, Muḥammad Ibrāhīm ‘Umar Maymūn 

Al-Miṣratī, was forcibly disappeared in 1989. As rumors circulated about the prison killing, 

her family members sheltered her from these narratives and did not inform her for many 

years that her father was likely among the many killed in June 1996. As a result, she has 

found it difficult to believe that her father is no longer alive: 
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It was approximately during high school that this talk came up. He [Amīra’s uncle] 
used to tell me not to blind myself to the fact that he…I mean, that my father was 
martyred and he didn’t want me to hope that he was alive. I mean, there was 
not…we couldn’t say that they were alive, that they were still here. If they were 
present, they were alive. Now we say that those for whom there’s no news or there 
is not any information, that all of them were martyred in the massacre. This was the 
beginning of my knowing. It was, this kind of talk, I didn’t want to believe it. What 
I mean is that I knew the truth but I didn’t want to believe it. 

 
The relationship between absence and presence plays a key role in Amīra’s difficulty in 

comprehending her father’s unconfirmed but suspected death. Now in her late twenties, it 

took Amīra many years to conclude that “if they were present, they were alive” and, 

accordingly, if they are absent, they are deceased or martyred. This ambiguous relationship 

between life/death that is introduced by disappearance perplexes families for years. Until 

now her family has still not received an official death certificate for Amīra’s father. Despite 

this absence of a death certificate and her resistance in believing that her father died at Abū 

Salīm Prison she now maintains that all those who were disappeared and whose families 

lack any information about them must have been martyred. The absence of the bodies is a 

key aspect of the inability among some families to consider their relatives deceased, who 

have not experienced the closure offered by a proper funeral that was denied to them by 

the state. 

GRIEVANCES, REPERTOIRES OF CONTENTION, AND THE ROLE OF THE FUNERAL  

The banning of funerals upon receipt of the death certificate by Libyan families in 

part reflects the state’s concern that funerals could become an important source of 

collective organizing, which was sharply curtailed in Libya. This concern reflects a long 

history of funerals, specifically in the cases of unjust or controversial deaths, as sources of 
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popular gathering and protest. Social movement scholars have highlighted the role of the 

funeral and popular grievances over an unjust death as a specific mode of contention among 

others, such as food riots, common before the eighteenth century in Europe (Tarrow 1998). 

Tilly’s (1979) conception of “repertoires of contention” evolves from a sustained 

engagement in the field of political sociology with the role that grievances play in 

motivating and driving forward collective action. 

 

Grievances in the Study of Social Movements 

The field of social movement studies developed in earnest in the 1960s, coinciding 

with the dramatic acts of civil disobedience and social organizing around civil rights in the 

United States. From the moment of its inception, emotions were of central importance to 

analyses of collective behavior. Specifically, scholars were interested in the role that 

grievances played in inspiring, catalyzing, and sustaining collective action. A number of 

theoretical perspectives emerged that privileged in different ways the significance of 

grievances in social movements. I outline below several key paradigms in the development 

of social movement theory—resource mobilization, political opportunity structures, and 

framing—and discuss how each attends to the issue of grievances in social organizing. 

Etymologically, the term “grievance” derives from the French “grever” which 

means “to burden or encumber” and the Latin “gravare” which means “heavy, grave.” 

Throughout the successive turns and waves in the study of social movements, the notions 

of “deprivation” and “grievances” have been invoked to discuss what motivates and 

compels individuals to act collectively (McCarthy and Zald 1977; Kitschelt 1986; Snow et 
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al. 1986). In an overview of sociological approaches to revolution, Tilly (1975) outlines 

how factors such as tension and frustration have been privileged as explanatory factors in 

social unrest, protest, and, ultimately, revolution. He suggests that collective focus on 

tension produces a series of fallacies, particularly as it relates to the role of grievances in 

catalyzing and sustaining social organizing. Among the relationships that Tilly (1975) 

regards as a fallacy is “that the likelihood of mass rebellion is a linear function of the sum 

of the individual hostilities to the regime, which is in turn a linear function of the sum of 

deprivations experienced by the individual” (p. 488). The key point here, and the source of 

many debates in the study of social movements more generally, is whether grievances 

necessarily lead to social movements. In many settings and communities, particularly those 

deliberately marginalized by the state, deprivation is a fairly constant feature of social life, 

which renders it an untenable variable to explain why social unrest should occur at one 

point in time and not another. Many scholars have adopted an approach akin to Tilly’s 

(1975) that grievances are necessary but not sufficient factors in the development of social 

movements. A common feature of nearly all theoretical approaches to social movements is 

a perspective on the relevance of grievances or deprivation.  

As a corrective to perspectives of collective behavior as driven by irrational actors, 

which was introduced by earlier scholars such as Le Bon (1960 [1895]) and Blumer (1939), 

studies in the 1970s and 80s sought to reorient the study of social movements to address 

the rational and organizational aspects of collective action. The resource mobilization 

paradigm of social movement theory developed in part as a reaction to what Olson (1965) 
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described as the “free-rider problem.”37 Theorists of resource mobilization sought to 

address how groups address the problem outlined by Olson by positing that social 

movements ought to be considered “professional movement organizations”38 that can offer 

incentives to participants (through membership benefits) and activists as “social movement 

entrepreneurs” (McCarthy and Zald 1977). With regard to the place of grievances, scholars 

of resource mobilization do not deny the significance of grievances to social movements 

but stress instead the structural conditions39 that facilitate the expression of grievances. 

Grievances, these scholars maintain, are inadequate to sustain social movement 

organizations. McCarthy and Zald (1977) seek “to move from a strong assumption about 

the centrality of deprivation and grievances to a weak one, which makes them a component, 

indeed, sometimes a secondary component in the generation of social movements” (p. 

1215).  

The political opportunity structure perspective of social movements was developed 

in close association with the resource mobilization conceptual framework. However, rather 

than focusing on the actors of social movements (such as an organization’s leadership or 

membership) as did prior perspectives, scholars focused on the audience of social 

                                                
37 Olson (1965) argues that the quality of public goods, which by definition are not acquired by individuals 
but can be enjoyed by many who did not contribute adequately to their acquisition, results in what he terms 
a “free-rider problem.” 
38 McCarthy and Zald (1987) further suggested that social movements ought to be understood in terms of 
rationality and efficiency and can be said to operate on a business model that results in the “bureaucratization 
of social discontent” (1973, p.  340). 
39 An empirical example of this structural perspective is Morris’ (1981) study of the sit-in movement of the 
1960s civil rights movement. Morris suggests that these were not unorganized sit-ins but, rather, that the 
infrastructure of the black church provided organizations with the networks and financial resources to be able 
to organize sit-in movements across space. Likewise, grievances and deprivation are insufficient to explain 
the sit-in movement as African American have faced conditions of relative deprivation in the U.S. for 
centuries. 
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movement activity, which included elites and the state. This perspective can be regarded 

as a departure from classical approaches to social movements that focus on individual 

psychology to advocate instead for a structural focus on politics. For instance, Tarrow 

(1998) argues that much social movement activity, and particularly the beginning stages of 

activity, are informed by what are termed “opportunities” or “constraints”40 on social 

movement action, often at the state level. In terms of grievances, scholars who focus on the 

structure of political opportunity, like scholars of resource mobilization, regard grievances 

as insufficient explanations to account for the development of social movements. 

Grievances, from this perspective, are treated as individual, micro-level variables in 

collective action and, in contrast, scholars of political opportunities privilege instead 

macro-level structures such as institutional openings and, more generally, “the factors 

shaping institutionalized political process” (McAdam 1982 p. 36).41  

In contrast to resource mobilization and political opportunity approaches, framing 

theory developed in the late 1980s to integrate a much-neglected sense of culture into 

analyses of collective action and introduced again the significance of grievances to social 

movements. Snow et al. (1986) drew on the contribution of Erving Goffman’s (1974) 

                                                
40 Tarrow (1998) outlines several factors including access to positions of office, realignment or 
reorganization of the state, elite division, and the presence of potential allies as instrumental in creating 
opportunities in the state structure for social movements to target. He also importantly notes that these 
opportunities may produce a diffusion of protest as they may release constraints in other contexts and render 
a moment for collective action too good to leave uncapitalized. Kitschelt (1986), who studied anti-nuclear 
proliferation movements across several European states and the U.S., argued that it was a combination of 
open/closed systems and strong/weak states that permitted movements to have more impact in the U.S. than 
they did in France. 
41 McAdam (1982) does advance the notion of “cognitive liberation” to account for why people reach the 
conclusion that protest is possible and necessary. Goodwin et al. (2000) argue, however, that this conception 
was focused more on cognition and instrumentality than on emotion.  
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notion of interpretive schemas and framing to argue that in order for individuals to commit 

or even be amenable to participation in a social movement, the interests of the movement 

must be aligned with their own social psychological dispositions. In this way, social 

movement leaders needed to develop frames or messages that would create meaning for 

potential social movement participants and illustrate to them the ways by which their 

interests and grievances could be met by the efforts of a social movement.42 Grievances 

from this perspective are central to social movement mobilization. Like resource 

mobilization theorists and scholars of political opportunity structures, framing theorists 

also maintain that grievances are themselves insufficient catalysts of social movements 

unless they are communicated in ways that resonate with the public and captivate the 

imaginations of would-be members of social movements. This approach focuses on the 

cognitive dimensions of grievances to highlight the complex dimensions of grievances and 

the ways by which deprivation is experienced different among diverse groups.   

Throughout successive developments in social movement theory, the place of 

grievances has been strongly debated and accorded different levels of significance in the 

development of social movements. The centrality of grievances and deprivation in these 

conversations, however, has not attended in detail to the possibility that grievances may 

endure for long periods of time as a result of their particular circumstances and character. 

More specifically, social movement scholars have not addressed how grievances may 

                                                
42 Snow et al. (1986) articulate several methods of enhancing framing to social movement participants: frame 
bridging, frame amplification, frame extension, and frame transformation. These methods of framing each 
address the need to reach and expand to new audiences by designing messaging strategies that will appeal to 
grievances in new and innovative ways. 
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become protracted over time in certain cases, such as forced disappearance. In fact, 

scholars regard grievances, taken in the literal sense as the act of grieving and mourning a 

death, as a particularly limited opportunity for sustained collective action and protest. 

 

Funerals (and their Absence) as Sources of Contention 

Protest has been so central to the study of social movements that “Tilly (1999) has 

gone so far as to argue that social movements are best understood not as groups or 

organizations but as clusters of contentious interactive performances or protest events” 

(Taylor and Van Dyke 2004; p. 262). Protests have been the foci of social movement 

scholarship primarily in democratic contexts, from which sociologists have learned about 

the conditions that give rise to them, patterns in their frequency, and their efficacy in 

pursuing social change (Tarrow 1998). Although much of the literature on protest is 

quantitative, the studies of how people engage in protest, what Tilly (1979) refers to as 

“repertoires of contention,” offer significant insights into the qualitative dimensions of 

protest and social movement action. A repertoire of contention has been understood by 

social movement scholars as “the recurrent, predictable, and fairly narrow ‘toolkit’ of 

specific protest tactics used by a set of collective actors in a particular campaign” (Taylor 

and Van Dyke 2004; p. 266). In his review of social movement theory, Tarrow (1998) 

outlines “repertoires of contention,” which Tilly (1995b) defines as “the ways that people 

act together in pursuit of shared interests” (p. 41), interests that often address specific 

grievances.  
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There are numerous repertoires of contention, which vary by location and historical 

period. Some sources of collective and popular revolt that prevailed in early modern 

Europe, around which many scholars have situated and compared their studies of collective 

action, included food riots, asserting and contesting religious beliefs, demanding rights to 

land, and mobilizing around death (Tarrow 1998). It is particularly mobilizations around 

death as a popular form of revolt that are relevant to the issue of forced disappearance.   

Funerals were historically an important way by which individuals were brought 

together “in ceremony and solidarity” because “when the death of a friend or relative is 

seen as an outrage, funerals can become the site of disruption” (Tarrow 1998; p. 36). 

Funerals, particularly in strictly controlled or authoritarian settings that severely limit 

collective gatherings, offer individuals the opportunity to gather together in a single place. 

As Tamason (1980) writes of funerals in Lille during the eighteenth and nineteenth 

centuries, “For families, royalty, and probably larger social groups as well, funerals have 

provided a natural time to raise questions of social, economic, and political rights” (p. 17). 

The potentiality of the funeral as a crucible for collective action and an emotionally-

charged occasion to bring people together is one key reason why funerals have historically 

been viewed, and continue to be regarded, as threats to a prevailing power. However, just 

as the site of a funeral can be an important source of drawing people around a central issue 

and physically bringing them together, Tarrow (1998) also argues that the brevity of 

death’s moment and the funeral’s conclusion nevertheless represent its limit to sustained 
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collective action.43 From this perspective, the funeral was an important source of bringing 

people together but, because of a funeral’s relative brevity, funerals lacked the potential to 

sustain collective mobilizations over time; people mourned a death, including those under 

unjust circumstances, held a funeral around which they rioted for a short time, and then 

retreated back to their daily lives.  

This view, however, omits that possibility that, in some contexts, death is not 

necessarily a temporary, brief, and fleeting moment that is memorialized, mourned, and 

thereafter concluded. In cases of disappearance or, more pointedly, in situations where the 

physical body is absent and the knowledge of its whereabouts unascertained, the mourning 

process is indefinite. In this way, the grieving process itself is continuous, imparting new 

meaning to the frequently invoked social movement term “grievance.” An ambiguous 

death that cannot be properly mourned, therefore, confers to “grievance” the notion of a 

protracted, rather than passing, impetus for and interest in collective action.  

In addition, traumatic or uncertain deaths alter the grieving process itself and often 

prevent the same funeral rites from being carried out. Hertz (1960 [1907]), a student of 

Durkheim, studied the communal rituals related to death in the context of Indonesia, from 

which he drew more general conclusions about how communities cope with death and seek 

closure following the loss of a community member. One of the key points made by Hertz 

(1960 [1907]) in his analysis of rituals following death is that there is a process by which 

a person is treated following his or her death and a set of expectations regarding the 

                                                
43 The funeral is emblematic of a repertoire of contention that is considered parochial and particular in 
contrast to repertoires of the contemporary period, which are regarded as cosmopolitan, autonomous, and 
modular (Tilly 1995b). 
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behavior of family and friends connected to the deceased. This process is designed to 

manage the grief or deep sorrow, including the associated psychological distress, that 

follows from death and to reconcile the swift and dramatic changes introduced by the 

departure of a loved one. It is only through the completion of an extensive ritual following 

death, including a particular means of handling the body and the intermittent exclusion of 

close kin from public space, “that society, its peace recovered, can triumph over death” 

(Hertz 1960 [1907]; p. 86).  

There are circumstances, however, for which this extensive normative ritual cannot 

be undertaken. Hertz (1960 [1907]) suggests that a mysterious or a particularly violent 

death, such as homicide or suicide, suspends the moment of death that elaborate rituals are 

meant to manage and process: 

Their unquiet and spiteful souls roam the earth for ever….It seems, in the most 
typical cases at least, that the transitory period extends indefinitely for these victims 
of a special malediction and that their death has no end. (p. 185; emphasis added) 

 
The notion that “unquiet and spiteful souls” experience a death that has no end is especially 

relevant in cases of forced disappearance, for which death is often mysterious and 

uncertain.  

The suspension of regular funeral rites for the absent also characterizes practices in 

the Islamic context. A prayer, called the ṣalāt al-janāza or funeral prayer, is obligatory for 

Muslims, who are required to pray collectively on behalf of a deceased Muslim. The body 

of the deceased is expected to be present (either inside or outside the mosque depending 

on the Islamic jurisprudence governing the community) during the prayer before its 
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subsequent burial. The permissibility of this prayer in cases for which the body is absent44, 

however, differs according to different schools of Islamic jurisprudence. In the Maliki and 

Hanafi schools, which prevail in North Africa and the Middle East and central Asia 

respectively, ṣalāt al-janāza is not permitted in cases in which the body is physically 

absent. In contrast, the Hanbali and Shafi’i schools, which are common to the regions of 

the Arabian peninsula and south and east Asia more generally, permit the prayer from 

taking place even if a body is not physically present. Prayer for the absent body has been 

attended to in communities through ṣalāt al-ghāib, literally “prayer of the absent (or 

unseen).” Though not performed everywhere and contested by some scholars, the prayer 

takes a form similar to that of the general funeral prayer but is performed regardless of the 

body’s presence. Depending on the perspective of different scholars, this prayer is 

permitted only before a certain time frame has elapsed.  

The practice of ṣalāt al-ghāib attests to the significance of the body in funeral rites 

and the general process of facilitating closure for families and the broader community. The 

significance of the body to communities points toward the complexity introduced by cases 

of disappearance, in which the physical body remains absent for years and decades. The 

absent body also explains why, despite the Libyan state’s release of death certificates, the 

families began mobilizing in earnest; in many ways, the uncertainties that had characterized 

their daily lives in the aftermath of the disappearance of their loved ones were reinvigorated 

yet again on a new level.   

                                                
44 An absent body can be due to a number of circumstances, such as in cases in which a death is not confirmed 
but presumed or if a death occurred outside of the community or country. The funeral prayer is also not 
permitted in cases in which an individual is believed to have taken his or her own life.  
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SUBMERGED NETWORKS AND THE ACTIVATION OF A FAMILY MOVEMENT IN 

BENGHĀZĪ 

 The release of the death certificates, and the prohibition on funerals that 

accompanied them, took place over the course of several years. Roughly six years after the 

first set a death certificates were released, families in Benghāzī began mobilizing to file a 

legal case against the Libyan state. The initial group of families were part of what could be 

termed in Melucci’s (1989) words as a “submerged network” of individuals belonging 

primarily to the neighborhood of Salmānī Al-Gharbī in Benghāzī. As discussed in the 

introduction, submerged networks exist in everyday life. According to Melucci (1989), the 

networks are generally in a latent state but become visible when a public policy is 

promulgated to which the actors collectively respond. In the Libyan case, the submerged 

networks between families that had formed years earlier at the moment of disappearance, 

in the process of inquiries among families regarding the whereabouts of their loved ones, 

and in the family visits to Abū Salīm Prison became activated when families began 

receiving death certificates from the state. The certificates, which lacked causes of death 

and exhibited a range of dates, represented a rupture in family’s beliefs that their 

disappeared relatives lived. Although the disappearances of their brothers, sons, fathers, 

and cousins had always been characterized by uncertainty, the sudden notification of their 

deaths, particularly amid a proliferation of rumors of a mass killing at Abū Salīm Prison in 

1996, constituted a disruptive moment in the lives of the families that raised further 

questions and uncertainties about what had happened to their relatives.  
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Families Question the Fate of Ḥāfiẓ Al-Qarqūrī  

 Just before the arrival of death certificates, several families in Benghāzī began 

following narratives emerging from former prisoners, such as Ḥusayn Al-Shāf‘ī, who 

attested to a prison killing in 1996. Many of the former prisoners sought refuge outside 

Libya, particularly in the United States and England, so the internet became one medium 

through which some of the families in Libya learned about the types of violence and crimes 

that former prisoners were alleging against the state. Based on this news and these rumors, 

some family members, such as Usmān and a number of his friends and acquaintances felt 

that a catastrophic killing had taken place but couldn’t bring themselves to suggest the 

possibility to their families: 

After around 2000, after the massacre, we were sure that the leaking news, I 
mean…we began to believe that our sons had died in this massacre. But you could 
say that we were the active ones in the political situation. But to many of the 
ordinary families we couldn’t bear to bring them the news. So they continued 
delivering clothes and food on the hope that they were alive. And we were not in a 
position to tell them. They were my family, my father, my brothers, and my sisters. 
We couldn’t tell them, I mean. So they were…I would go but I knew that he [his 
brother]…I mean, that there was not life.  

 
Despite the doubts that some family members started having about whether their relatives 

lived, Usmān expresses how they could not inform their close relatives whose continued 

to hope that their relatives were alive despite their disappearances many years before. 

Usmān’s reflections illustrate how even if hope for him was no longer a possibility, the 

hope of his parents and his siblings continued to compel him to travel with them to leave 

packages at the prison. A sense of collective hope, even if there were individual doubters 

and detractors, was an important feature of the persistence that continued to compel 

families to seek answers about their loved ones. 
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 The uneven distribution of death certificates to families across Libya further led 

families to suspect that suspicious circumstances might explain the sudden notifications 

and the proliferation of rumors about violence at Abū Salīm Prison. One family in 

particular, the Al-Qarqūrī family, decided to initiate a formal inquiry with the state about 

the fate of Ḥāfiẓ Al-Qarqūrī, who was forcibly disappeared at dawn on May 5th, 1996, only 

a couple of months before the prison killing (see Illustration 10). His family had no 

knowledge of him since 1995 and had not received a death certificate. Ḥāfiẓ’s father hired 

a lawyer in Benghāzī to advance a case before the state seeking knowledge of his 

whereabouts. At this time, other families were not aware of his case but those who were 

following developments in politics related to human rights, such as Usmān, learned that a 

lawyer named ‘Abd Al-Ḥāfīẓ Ghūqa had taken the case: 

We were active in human rights in this matter and we would follow these issues 
and that there was a massacre and there was…you could say that we were prepared 
for any movement [around these kinds of issues], I mean. Until 2007, in 2007 
exactly the family of the martyr Ḥāfiẓ Al-Qarqūrī and the father of the martyr Ḥāfiẓ 
Al-Qarqūrī began making movements and made an appeal to Mr. ‘Abd Al-Ḥāfīẓ 
Ghūqa. He [father of Ḥāfiẓ Al-Qarqūrī] said to him, ‘I have my son and from ’9545 
my news about him has been cut off and I want to know his fate.’ Mr. ‘Abd Al-
Ḥāfīẓ Ghūqa accepted this case and received it, I mean. And lawyers were fractured 
and refused this. In Libyan layperson terms, they got afraid, I mean, for it. They 
were afraid of this issue. There news spread like in the city of Benghāzī of Ḥāfiẓ 
and his issue and his sponsorship [by the lawyer]. Of course, for us the news spread 
like a wildfire, I mean. Someone informed us, ‘There’s a lawyer, there’s a lawyer!’ 
After being informed, all of us quickened after the cause of Mr. Ḥāfiẓ. In the 
beginning we informed approximately thirty-three families. 

 

                                                
45 Usmān refers to 1995 as the date that Ḥāfiẓ was disappeared while, according to the family, he was 
disappeared and arrested in 1996.  
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Usmān, who currently serves as the vice president of the family association, emphasizes 

that the news of Ḥāfiẓ’s case spread quickly throughout Benghāzī and even more so, “like 

a wildfire” in his words, among the families.  

 

Illustration 10: Post-2011 Funeral Announcement of Ḥāfiẓ Al-Qarqūrī. This poster, 

released after the popular uprisings in 2011, announces the funeral for Ḥāfiẓ Al-Qarqūrī. 

The poster reads (from the top): “The Clan of Al-Qarqūrī. The family mourns its deceased, 

the martyr, Ḥāfiẓ Ibrāhīm Al-Qarqūrī. Missing since dawn on the day of 5/6/1996 and who 

was tortured and killed directly after his arrest by the headquarters of the external security. 

Funeral nights are held on the Friday corresponding to 3/30/2012. At the house of the 

family located by Bal‘ūn land near the Health Institute. We belong to God and to Him we 

shall return.” The family’s decision to hold a funeral years after the popular uprising, 

despite the absent body, is highly symbolic and illustrates both the inability to host a funeral 
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under the climate of the former regime and how the pursuit of closure in cases of 

disappearance can be elusive for many years. Source: Libya Almostakbal.  

 

While not all the families were familiar with Ḥāfiẓ Al-Qarqūrī or his family, a group 

of approximately thirty families were quickly able to marshal together to support the case 

because they were familiar with one another from years before, having witnessed the 

disappearances of their fellow neighbors or being acquainted through journeys to Abū 

Salīm Prison. ‘Abd-Allah Al-Ṣalābī, for instance, described how some of the families did 

not necessarily know each other well but knew each other by face and by name: 

By God, we didn’t know each other well. We knew each other by face and by the 
name of the family, Al-Ṣalābī, Terbil, and so forth. 

 
In his reflections on attending the hearings for the case of Ḥāfiẓ Al-Qarqūrīm, ‘Abd-Allah 

notes that some of the families weren’t close interpersonally but they were familiar with 

one another and knew the names of the families. In the context of Benghāzī, and the eastern 

most regions of Libya more generally, family names still sometimes function as key 

sources of identification and reputation. The familiarity between families exemplifies how 

submerged networks of individuals, in this case of families whose family members were 

forcibly disappeared, are embedded in everyday life and become activated at certain 

moments. Families were familiar with one another but came swiftly together to act 

collectively when a legal case was launched by a single family.  

For others, more enduring and explicit relationships already existed between 

families dating back to their shared experiences in particular neighborhoods. Fāiza, for 
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instance, was familiar with Fatḥī Terbil’s family for many years as she is friends with his 

sister in their neighborhood of Salmānī Al-Gharbī.  

With regard to the majority of the families of the martyrs of Abū Salīm, their 
children knew each other from before. For example, for me, the family of Terbil, 
the sister of Fatḥī Terbil is a neighbor of mine. The sister is my friend and her sister 
was married to a martyr and she is the sister to a martyr. You understand? At the 
same time, the family of so and so was a friend of my brother and the family of so 
and so was a friend of my brother. I would hear about them. So there was a 
familiarity, you know? There was serenity between us.  

 
Their familiarity and connection were among the closer ones in the initial group of families 

that launched a legal case. In a similar fashion, Usmān and Fatḥī were themselves friends 

and traveled to Abū Salīm Prison together, as detailed in Chapter 2. The relationships 

between families ranged from close association and friendship to simple familiarity and 

awareness of one another.  

These tacit and submerged connections between families influenced how the legal 

case proceeded. Although the case was started on behalf of the Al-Qarqūrī family, it soon 

became a case for all of the families who were in attendance. The small group of twenty to 

thirty families attended the court hearings that were held every three to four months. Five 

family members eventually agreed to act as informal representatives for the families and 

to serve as intermediaries between lawyers and the families. These representatives included 

Usmān and his friend Fatḥī Terbil, ‘Abd-Allah’s brother Muṣṭafa, and Muḥammad Al-

Bargha. Together they called themselves and the families they represented the “Committee 

of the Families of Abū Salīm.” Fatḥī eventually took the lead role among these 

representatives and eventually became president of the family association. Together, these 

representatives and families expanded the case beyond seeking information exclusively 
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about Ḥāfiẓ Al-Qarqūrī to extend to all families. From that point forward, several 

successive collective action cases were arbitrated on behalf of multiple families at a time. 

Muḥammad Al-Qaṭānī described the focus of the case as follows: 

The wanted to go to know the fates of their sons…During this time, you couldn’t 
demand anything else. 

 
Muḥammad emphasizes here that the Al-Qarqūrī case, which expanded its inquiry to all 

families, was focused specifically on seeking knowledge about the “fates” of men who 

were imprisoned by the state. Likewise, Usmān emphasized that the case “required the 

Libyan state to discover the fate of the missing.” In Arabic, the families use the term maṣīr, 

which derives from the root ṣār meaning “to be caused” or “to be induced.” In this way, 

even the term suggests a certain causality or driving force to the death. Usmān also 

underlined the specificity of the legal case and suggested that any other approach would be 

risk being read as far too politicized. 

Thirty-three families were the ones who were moving forward the cause of Mr. 
Ḥāfiẓ. They were the ones who carried the cause to the Northern Court of Benghāzī. 
It was with regard to this case that we demanded to know the fate of the prisoners. 
The case was, we could say, we were making penal demands not political ones. We 
could not say, we could not come and say we’re taking on the political and so forth. 
I mean, if you saw it from our point of view, people wanted to know the fate of 
their sons only. That is what we entered [to the court]. (emphasis added) 

 
The focus specifically on the fate of those imprisoned by the state exemplifies both how 

families were able to maneuver delicately around accusations of being overtly political and 

how the absent body, and the ambiguity surrounding its status as alive or dead, was the 

impetus and driving force behind the family’s mobilization.  
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Family Solidarity and Attempts to Quell the Family Movement 

The case took roughly a year and a half to arbitrate and the families continued to 

gather for the case hearings on a regular basis. Family members discussed how they became 

further acquainted with those with whom they were less familiar by sitting next to them 

during court hearings. Their common relationships with their disappeared relatives bonded 

them together. ‘Abd-Allah describes how he used to introduce himself to other people as 

“Ibrāhīm’s brother”: 

To someone next to me I would say, ‘This is my brother, Muṣṭafa.’ I would say 
immediately, ‘This is my brother Muṣṭafa and I am ‘Abd-Allah and we are the 
brothers of Ibrāhīm. Ibrāhīm Al-Ṣalābī was imprisoned.’ And we would say to them 
he was imprisoned because there was nothing to say that he had passed. To say, for 
example, he is a martyr or he was killed or he was dead. 

 
‘Abd-Allah mobilized his identity as brother to the disappeared and prisoned Ibrāhīm to 

introduce himself and his brother Muṣṭafa to other families. He also says he emphasized 

that his brother was imprisoned but could not bring himself at that time to say that his 

brother was a martyr or no longer living. Despite the rumors and the proliferation of death 

certificates for other families, the absence of affirmation of his own brother’s death 

compelled him to maintain the possibility that he continued to live.  

  As the case hearings continued for nearly a year and a half, the bonds and 

solidarities between the families increased. Fāiza described her connection with other 

families during this time, and during the regular demonstrations that would develop later, 

in the vocabulary of kinship: 

We were friends of one issue. We had the same concern, we had the same tragedy 
for us to be, I mean, one heart and to be one hand together. All of us together it was 
like we were staying at the house of our sister or our mother. It was like we had a 
familiarity between us…We spoke together on the telephone, we exchanged 
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messages. This was every week. I mean, every week. I told you that our cause was 
one...I would hold a picture of, I mean, I would give a picture of my brother to 
someone else and I would hold pictures even of my other brothers, the martyrs, who 
were with us. I mean, all of them are my brothers. 

 
Fāiza refers to multiple forms of kinship to both the living and the missing. Fāiza speaks 

to the relationships she developed with other women family members and describes her 

emotional connections to them as sisters and mothers. She also characterizes herself as a 

sister to all of the men who were forcibly disappeared and are believed to be victims in the 

Abū Salīm Prison killing. In this way, Fāiza appeals to a bond between herself and other 

family members and a bond to men whom she has never met. However, because these men 

may have suffered the same fate as her own brother ‘Abd Al-Karīm, she considers them 

her brothers.   

 The connections and bonds among families that Fāiza expresses attests to the 

number of kinship relations mobilized among families who were attending the court 

hearings in Benghāzī. Not only were mothers and father present but present too were 

brothers and sisters, sons and daughters, aunts and uncles, and wives and in-laws. Usmān, 

for instance, described the breadth of the connections between the families broadly: 

We associated and spoke amongst ourselves and we associated as families – as 
women and men, old and young, women and girls. I mean, every family brought 
with it more [members] than could attend at the courthouse. 

 
In a similar manner, ‘Abd-Allah described how different families appealed to their kinship 

identities during meetings among families with state officials: 

Each one would talk. Of course, one person would say, ‘My son!’ And one would 
say, ‘My husband!’ And another one would say, ‘My brother!’ 
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The large gatherings of multiple family members exemplify how mobilizations of families 

was broad in scope and encompassed many different relations. In addition, the families 

leveraged the power of qabā’il or tribes in eastern Benghāzī to exert further pressure on 

the state. The representatives of the group of families asked members of the Popular Social 

Leadership Committee, a municipal council in Benghāzī composed of shayūkh, tribes, and 

mayors in the area, to advance the cause of the families on a broader scale and form their 

respective positions of authority. This was particularly effective among tribal leaders, to 

whom the families gave the names of those disappeared men who belonged to or whose 

lineage connected to specific tribes.46  

This aspect of the collective organizing underlines the significance of the family as 

an important source of association and connection. While maternal movements, such as the 

Madres de Plaza de Mayo, mobilize motherhood as a specific type of relation in the family, 

the initial organizing among families in Libya represented a much broader coalition of 

family members and relations. The dynamics of this diversity was made especially clear as 

the number of families who attended court hearings increased and began to spill onto the 

                                                
46 Gaddafi has a long and contentious history of de-politicizing and re-politicizing tribes. As Charrad (2001) 
argues, consolidation of power by leaderships in postcolonial states was profoundly influenced by the power 
of kin groups. In Libya, kin groups, particularly in eastern Libya, were strong political forces that were 
privileged under the monarchy. Upon Gaddafi’s ascension to political power, he and the RCC destabilized 
this infrastructure of power by effacing old political boundaries and formulating new administrative districts. 
These new boundaries came to constitute the source of future national, provincial and local representation 
and were specifically “created to cross old boundaries and to destroy the power of traditional institutions and 
that of traditional regional identity” (Vandewalle 1998, p. 67). In addition to re-working administrative 
boundaries to redirect political authority towards Qadhāfī and the political system of committees he 
developed, the state also targeted specific kin groups who had been clearly connected and aligned to the 
former monarchy. Members of these kin groups “were persecuted and their lands and waqf [religiously 
endowed] properties confiscated” (Barger 2002, p. 34). When these changes failed to fundamentally alter the 
power of tribes in eastern Libya, he later reintegrated them into the political system and leveraged power 
among and between them, as we observe in the case of the pressure exerted upon families of disappeared 
relatives believed to have been killed at Abū Salīm Prison.  
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streets of Benghāzī. Families occupied the space outside the Maḥakamah Shamāl Benghāzī 

(or Northern Court of Benghāzī) during court hearings before beginning regular 

demonstrations on Saturdays, which will be discussed in the following chapter. 

 The growth of families around pursuing answers regarding the fates of their 

disappeared relatives continued on throughout the beginning of 2008. The arbitration led 

by the lawyer ‘Abd Al-Ḥāfīẓ Ghūqa, who was connected to Saif Al-Islam Gaddafi’s 

attempts to reform some features of his father’s authoritarian system of governance, was 

met with different levels of state cooperation. The state did, however, agree to the following 

ruling on June 8th, 2008, as articulated by Usmān: 

With regard to the court that day, it required that the country, that the Libyan state 
discover the fates of the missing and inform their families about exactly what 
happened [to them]. 

 
This ruling was unprecedented in Libya and represented an important concession on the 

part of the regime, which had purposely denied information to families for decades.  

The verdict, however, was not accompanied with a complete and detailed claim of 

responsibility on the part of the government for the unlawful deaths at Abū Salīm Prison. 

Instead, the state offered compensation to families for whom it was determined that their 

relative died at Abū Salīm Prison. Compensation is generally termed by families “the 200,” 

which refers to the 200,000 dinars (equivalent to approximately $160,000-$170,000 during 

the 2008-2011 period) offered to a family as reparations for the death of their relative. 

Some families were offered less and some were offered more than 200,000 dinars 

depending on whether the disappeared and deceased individual was married and had 

children. In order to accept these financial reparations, however, families were required to 



 173 

sign a statement that stated they would no longer seek any more information about their 

relatives from the state and that they would indefinitely remain silent on the matter in the 

future. Usmān described the situation in frank terms: 

If you take this money, forget it. I mean, you can no longer ask about the dead or 
how he died or where he died. That’s it, I mean. Two-hundred [dinars] and sign. 
That was the situation. 

 
This offer served two important functions. Firstly, the offer of reparations could be 

said to have marginally served the optics of the Libyan state by promoting to the 

international community appearances of a reformed approach to human rights and to the 

domestic community a disparaging view of the families as opportunists who were out to 

wrestle money from the state. Secondly, and perhaps most importantly, the offer of 

reparations was a way for the state to quell the family mobilizations and silence the 

discourse around human rights violations that were being advanced among families 

through their legal claims to know the fate of their disappeared and imprisoned relatives. 

The politics surrounding accepting or rejecting the reparations created division among the 

families and, in this way, threatened to fracture their solidarity. Hundreds of families 

accepted government compensation and were viewed suspiciously by the other families 

who refused the reparations. Families were repeatedly pressured by agents of the state, 

such as the internal security forces, to desist their mobilizations and to accept the 

government’s compensation. As ‘Abd-Allah recalled how the government even appealed 

to tribal leaders to exert pressure on the families: 

From the martyrs of Abū Salīm in the city of Benghāzī there reached approximately 
two hundred and forty martyrs who took it [reparations]. Before 2011 [that is], 
based on the information I had. The case ended for approximately one hundred and 
fifty or one hundred and sixty who felt compelled to sign. Some of them have 
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material obligations. There were some on whom pressure was exerted on him and 
his family. We were pressure by all means and ways. By God, they scared us…They 
threatened people, they reached our tribes. Our cousins came to us and said, ‘What 
are you doing? We were approached by the government, from the office of Abd-
Allah Al-Sanūsī [Head of Libyan Intelligence], and they said, ‘What’s with your 
children who don’t want to sign?’’ They came at us from every angle. 

 
‘Abd-Allah speaks to the extent to which the government pressured families and even drew 

upon the infrastructure of the tribe to compel families to accept reparations and sign away 

their right to inquire further. Despite years of attempting to erode the power of tribal kin 

groups, Gaddafi later sought instead to instrumentalize tribal groups to the regime’s own 

ends. The groups were resistant to the regime’s early attempts at marginalization, 

particularly in eastern Libya, where tribes are best understood as large extended families 

that still possess power in their communities.47  

Intimidation of families by the government was also observed through the absence 

of family members regularly in attendance at the courthouse. Fāiza noticed when some 

women would stop joining them outside the Northern Court of Benghāzī. She recalled the 

solidarity among the great diversity and range of the family members outside the 

courthouse and expressed being concerned when she witnessed the absence of some family 

members, fearful that they may have succumb to government pressure and intimidation. 

It was the mothers of the martyrs, the sisters of the martyrs, the wives of the martyrs 
the children – boys and girls – of the martyrs, the brothers of the martyrs, the fathers 
of the martyrs. I mean, it was families. Another Saturday would come and this sister 
would be absent from us and we would say, ‘By God, they’ve [authorities] 
communicated about her son.’ You know? They [authorities] stayed when we 
would go out, they encouraged them to reach the families. Before they were silent. 
They were dead.  

 
                                                
47 No family members in Tripoli mentioned any connections to a larger tribe and not all family members in 
eastern Libya mentioned tribes as salient actors in their pursuit of answers about their disappeared relatives. 



 175 

In her reflections, Fāiza discusses how her “sisters,” other family members in the 

committee, were repeatedly accosted and intimidated by government authorities who, in 

years prior, had been silent, ignoring their incessant inquiries and denying them 

information.  

 The introduction of reparations by the state was successful in neutralizing the 

activism among some families as well as in generating a small rift between family 

members. For others, however, it only reaffirmed their commitment to seeking further 

demands upon the state, despite the frequent government intimidation and eventual arrests 

of prominent members of the family committee. The reparations emboldened many 

individuals further and motivated them to make more specific claims for accountability 

from top Libyan figures in the regime, namely ‘Abd-Allah Al-Sanūsī. As Head of 

Intelligence for the country, Al-Sanūsī, who is an in-law to the Gaddafi family, was in a 

position of leadership over the internal security apparatus and the revolutionary committees 

who surveilled and arrested thousands of men deemed dissident over the course of thirty 

years. As such, he was also a deemed responsible for the deaths at Abū Salīm Prison and 

became a source derisive commentary and claims by the families during the demonstrations 

that developed from the legal case. One of the key slogans developed during their collective 

demonstrations they eventually organized was a colloquial rhyme about Al-Sanūsī and the 

state’s offer of reparations to the family: “Mā nabūsh flūs al-sūsī, nibū ‘Abd-Allah Al-

Sanūsī!” which means, “We don’t want rotten money, we want ‘Abd-Allah Al-Sanūsī!” 
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CONCLUSION 

The receipt of death certificates by families starting in 2001 represented a rupture in the 

minds of many families who believed their brothers, fathers, and sons remained alive. 

Death certificates, which were released intermittently over the course of several years, were 

accompanied by a strict prohibition on holding funerals. As Fūzīa and Nagiyya described, 

government officials specifically stated that families were not permitted to erect a khīma, 

or tent awning, in the streets. This awning is an emblematic symbol of funerals in Libya 

and was the space to which people gathered to offer their condolences and comfort the 

family and friends of the deceased. The state’s ban on funerals reflects a history of funerals 

as crucibles of collective action. Funerals, which bring people together for an emotionally 

charged occasion, were important sources of protest but have been regarded as limited 

because of their brevity. The case of disappearance, however, offers instances in which 

deaths are uncertain and families do not experience closure. In Libya, the death certificates 

released by the states in the absence of any body only further perplexed families and 

compelled them to mobilize more formally. The networks of families that existed in the 

many years prior, such as the familiarity between Fāiza and ‘Fatḥī Terbils’s families in 

their neighborhood, came to the fore to mobilize twenty to thirty families quickly to support 

a legal case about the fates of the disappeared and imprisoned that was initiated against the 

state by a single family. The families demanded answers about what became of disappeared 

men believed to be part of the prison killing and requested that the government furnish the 

bodies. The centrality of the body to the family’s demands became even more clear when 

the families began hosting public demonstrations in Benghāzī.  
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Chapter 4:  “Oh Gaddafi, where are our sons? There’s no coffin and no 
cemetery”: Emotions and Iconography of Family-Led Protests at the 

Benghāzī Corniche 

Beginning in June 2008, Fāiza Zūbī made it a weekly ritual to spend Saturday 

mornings traversing the streets of Benghāzī. Accompanied by twenty or thirty other 

families, Fāiza would set out on foot down the long main street of Jamāl ‘Abd Al-Nāṣr that 

traverses the heart of the city, sometimes stopping at the Mīdān Al-Shījra (Tree Square) 

where the families would stand under the shade of old cedar trees and sometimes 

proceeding on to the Northern Court of Benghazi along the Benghāzī corniche opposite 

the Mediterranean shore. The families march and stand along the road chanting a series 

of rhymes that call upon the city’s residents to “wake up” to the state’s egregious violence: 

“Ya Benghāzī, waynik, wayn? Qatlū alf wa mītayn” (“Oh Benghazi, where are you, 

where? They killed twelve-hundred”). The families accompany their chants with large 

ornately framed photos of their disappeared relatives, some of whom have been missing 

for almost twenty years. Their faded photographs, clutched by their mothers and fathers, 

brothers and sisters, and their own children, represent the men as eternally youthful. 

Fāiza described how families, including children, would sometimes carry with them 

an empty mock coffin in keeping with the absent body that the families still seek. The coffin, 

sometimes labeled “Martyrs of Abū Salīm,” symbolized the unresolved question of their 

relatives’ whereabouts. She and other families also directed their chants in colloquial 

dialect appeals to the Libyan regime’s leader, “Ya Gaddafi, wayn abnā’na? Lā ṭabūt wa 

lā jabāna” (“Oh Gaddafi, where are our sons? There’s no coffin and no cemetery”). By 

holding these demonstrations on Saturday mornings on some of the city’s most popular 
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streets and in front of the state’s key institutions, the general public and ordinary citizens 

were audience to the families’ accusations of violence on the part of the government and 

their attempts to engage in commemoration and remembrance of their disappeared 

relatives for whom they had searched for years. Fāiza, who grew up in the neighborhood 

of Salmānī Al-Gharbī, reflected on these gatherings as moments in which people who 

shared common beliefs, namely their faith in and fear of God, came together to challenge 

the sources of tyranny that had touched all of their lives.     

The modes of demonstration among the families in Benghāzī represented an 

unprecedented public challenge to the Gaddafi-led Libyan regime. The semiotics and 

iconography of the demonstrations, from the rhythmic chants targeting specific 

government personnel to the photographs of hundreds of men, point towards the ways by 

which piety remained a central issue of contestation between the state and families and also 

illustrate the ongoing significance of disappearance in the lives of the families. In this 

chapter, I examine how the families sought to articulate their claims against the state during 

protests and simultaneously renegotiated the meaning of piety vis-à-vis the state, which 

was one of the reasons many of their relatives had been surveilled and disappeared during 

the 1980s and early 1990s. I also discuss the role of emotions in the protests and, 

particularly, how the semiotics of the protest exhibit different expressions of grief and love, 

both of which have been enduring components of the families’ inquiries on behalf of their 

relatives. In the case of disappearance, I propose that emotions of grief, love, and hope can 

be an especially important set of emotions for driving collective action: a disappearance 

inaugurates an indefinite grieving process for a loved one that is facilitated by the incessant 
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hope of life presented by an ambiguous death. There exists also during the demonstrations 

a tension among family members between expressing uncertainty about the fate of their 

loved ones as dead or alive and expressing certainty of government culpability for a mass 

prison killing. Lastly, I bring into discussion other social movements around disappearance 

to consider how the semiotics of the Libyan case, as well as the range of participants 

present, exhibit similarities and differences from other movements in the effort to resurrect 

the lives of their relatives.   

 

 

Illustration 11: A Saturday Stance. Families march down a street in Benghāzī mobilizing 

several posters, a mock coffin, and photographs of their deceased relatives. One of the 

posters (on the left) reads “Oh God, oh God” in what can be read as an expression of 

exasperation as well as a direct appeal to God, a significant gesture given that their relatives 

were disappeared for exhibiting signs of piety. This photograph features adult men, women, 
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and children, which is characteristic of the movement in Libya. Source: YouTube, User 

Libya Al-Waṭan. 

AN INTERNATIONAL SEARCH FOR HUMAN RIGHTS  

Libya’s rapprochement with the United States and Western Europe, and its 

reincorporation into the international political community more generally, was 

accompanied by a series of inquiries on the part of human rights agencies about the status 

of civil and political rights in Libya. The effort to address poor human rights conditions 

under Gaddafi’s regime in Libya had been the focus of dissident organizations in the 

diaspora since the late 1970s, particularly by the National Front for the Salvation of Libya 

(NFSL), which was very active in the United States and England. These forces along with 

organizations such as Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International seized the 

opportunity presented by the politics of rapprochement in 2003 to request investigations 

into human rights abuses alleged by Libyans, such as one of the percipient witnesses to the 

violence at Abū Salīm Prison, Ḥusayn Al-Shāf‘ī, who left Libya in fear of continued 

government repression. 

Shortly after the Libyan state began releasing the first death certificates 2001 and 

2002, Saif Al-Islam Gaddafi, anticipated heir to his father’s leadership position in Libya, 

marshalled the family’s “non-governmental”48 organization, the Gaddafi International 

                                                
48 The organization claimed to be “non-governmental” but, in reality, was managed by the Gaddafi family 
and was an instrument of the Libyan state that carried with it significant political influence. The foundation 
represents a type of government-orchestrated organization that prevails across North Africa, particularly in 
Tunisia and Egypt. In Egypt, such organizations were called GONGOs (government-operated non-
governmental organizations) and were often designed to neutralize civil society organizations that were 
critical of the state (Zuhur 2001). 
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Charity and Development Foundation, to investigate the claims of families as concerned 

the disappearances of their relatives and their subsequent deaths at Abū Salīm Prison. The 

Gaddafi International Charity and Development Foundation (Mu’assasat al-Gaddafi al-

‘ālamiyya lil-jam‘iyāt al-khayriyya wa tanmiyya) was founded in 1998 by the Gaddafi 

family to fund particular causes throughout the world. The organization provided 

substantial support to causes and communities in sub-Saharan Africa and was also 

responsible for dispersing compensation to victims of what has been termed the “Lockerbie 

bombing”. The organization also donated significantly to the London School of Economics 

(LSE), a financial connection that came under great scrutiny in 2011 and led to the 

resignation of LSE Director and economist Howard Davies.   

Through this organization and his tacit leadership roles in Libya, Gaddafi’s son Saif  

Al-Islam was regarded as a strong proponent of enhancing democracy and civil society in 

Libya. In 2007, he authored a dissertation on the very topic entitled “The Role of Civil 

Society in the Democratisation of Global Governance Institutions: From ‘Soft Power’ to 

Collective Decision-Making?” that earned him a PhD from the London School of 

Economics.49 His efforts afforded him the popular perception as a potential reformer in 

Libya. Accordingly, he not only played key roles in the political rapprochement shortly 

after 9/11 and the invasion of Iraq, as discussed in Chapter 3, but he also became a key 

broker in permitting international human rights organizations to investigate accusations of 

human rights abuses in the country.  

                                                
49 His work later came under scrutiny amid allegations of plagiarism of which he was ultimately not found 
guilty (LSE 2011). 
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In 2005, Human Rights Watch made its first visit to the country and one of the key 

points the organization addressed was the incarceration of prisoners of conscience, calling 

specifically for investigation into the purported violence at Abū Salīm Prison: “Hold 

accountable all officials found to have used excessive force in Abu Salim, or in any other 

way to have violated Libyan law; inform the families of killed prisoners about the cause of 

death, and, where possible, provide them with the mortal remains of their deceased 

relatives; Compensate the families of prisoners who are found to have died from the 

unlawful use of force by security forces” (Human Rights Watch 2006a, p. 9-10). A year 

later, Human Rights Watch (2006b) continued their investigation by specifically focusing 

on the Abū Salīm Prison case and interviewed perceipient witnesses to the purported mass 

killing. In 2009, Human Rights Watch arranged meetings, facilitated by Saif Al-Islam, with 

several members of the family association to understand the unresolved issues related to 

human rights and political rights in Libya. 

Amnesty International also began making inquiries about the conditions at Abū 

Salīm Prison and the rumors of mass killings as early as 2004 when it interviewed men 

who had been formerly incarcerated in Libya. The organization continued these inquiries 

in greater detail in 2010, around the same time as Human Rights Watch, and interviewed 

family members whose relatives were forcibly disappeared by the regime. Like Human 

Rights Watch, Amnesty International called for transparency on the part of the government, 

including publishing a list of those killed at Abū Salīm Prison with details about their 

arrests and disappearances and informing families of the whereabouts of the disappeared 

men. Several points related specifically to the issue of providing families with specific 
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information about the “place, date and exact cause of death” of their relative’s death as 

well as the right to receive the body of their relative. Amnesty International (2010) noted 

the mobilization among families and tacit government allowance of the protests but 

reiterated that the state should refrain from targeting the families for further violence: 

“ensure that families of victims of Abū Salīm are protected from any intimidation or 

harassment for demanding their rights or for holding public protests against government 

actions and allow the Organizing Committee of Families of Victims of Abu Salim to 

register” (p. 89).  

The investigations on the part of Human Rights Watch and Amnesty International 

were supported by groups in the diaspora, namely Human Rights Solidarity, an 

organization led by Libyans and based in Geneva. While Saif Al-Islam initially supported 

and facilitated these internationally-based and orchestrated investigations, they were 

sharply limited in scope. Human rights investigators were only permitted to enter specific 

sites and speak to certain citizens, all of which was strictly monitored by government 

personnel. In the latter half of 2010, Saif Al-Islam also shifted the focus of the Gaddafi 

International Charity and Development Foundation away from political reform in Libya to 

facilitating further aid and development projects in sub-Saharan Africa (Black 2010). This 

change was purportedly due to pressure from other figures in the regime, including Gaddafi 

himself, who had also targeted a number of private, non-state-based newspapers that Saif 

Al-Islam had founded in 2007. 

It was this tense political climate that both afforded the families opportunities to 

mobilize and foreclosed them later through intimidation and arrests. Despite this tension, 
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families held demonstrations in Benghāzī on a weekly basis and emotions were central to 

the semiotics and iconography of the protests. More specifically, a collective mobilization 

of grief and gestures of mourning directed toward both the general public and the state 

were key characteristics of the demonstrations.  

THE POLITICS OF EMOTIONS AND AFFECT 

The foundation of social movement studies was established by analyses of group 

behavior exemplified in the work of Le Bon (1960 [1895]), Blumer (1939) and Freud 

(1922), among others. Often referred to as “collective behaviorism,” scholars associated 

with this tradition studied crowd and mass behavior, emphasizing in particular the 

significance of emotions in collective behavior. Le Bon (1960 [1895]) argued that 

individuals, upon amassing together, become irrational and irresponsible and their 

behaviors attest to a series of sentiments that range from heroism and barbarism as well as 

morality and immorality. It is through the collective aggregation of bodies that individuals 

are able to shed previously independent and individualistic dispositions and unite together 

emotionally.  

Blumer (1939) also draws on the emotional aspects of collective behavior to 

characterize the behavior of masses as culminating in a “crucible of collective excitement,” 

the character of which is unmatched by individuals in isolation (p. 241). The key 

implication in this early work on collective behavior is that emotions are a central feature 

of group organizing. This perspective was deeply criticized by scholars who advanced 

theories of resource mobilization and political opportunity structures, which regarded 

collective organizing as a highly rational process, the implication being that emotions were 
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necessarily irrational (Jasper 2011). Collective behaviorism, and by extension the issue of 

emotions, accordingly fell out of favor throughout the late 1960s and 1970s and has only 

recently garnered significant attention again.  

Notable efforts to bring emotion “back” into studies of collective behavior has been 

a significant undertaking on the part of a burgeoning community of social movement 

scholars. Emotions, in this context, do not simply refer to “natural sensations” or “feelings” 

but to “an action or state of mind that makes sense only in particular circumstances,” which 

are bound to specific cultural contexts (Jasper 1998; p. 400). In 2000, Goodwin et al. 

provided an overview of the field of social movements and the intermittent inclusion and 

exclusion of analyses of emotions to argue that older and newer generations of social 

movements scholars had all made one large, misplaced assumption “that emotions are 

irrational” (p. 71). In contrast, Goodwin and Jasper (2006) argue that “emotions of many 

sorts permeate political action” and are significant aspects of social movements (p. 611).  

Goodwin and Jasper (2006) view emotions as relevant across many contexts 

including “the recruitment, internal dynamics, and external engagements of social 

movements” (p. 630). Emotions in these contexts play key roles in mediating what it means 

to be part of a social movement, how one relates to fellow members, and how social 

movements relate to opponents. Emotions can have positive or negative connotations, such 

as pride or shame, and can not only strengthen but also have the potential to weaken social 

movements as Goodwin (1997) observes in the risk of couples departing the Huk 

movement in the Philippines because of sexual attraction. In addition, emotions are 

important in understanding how movements sustain themselves over time, as Jasper (2011) 
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states: “To be sustained, participation must provide some satisfactions along the way. 

Several emotional mechanisms serve this purpose, including collective solidarities, 

interaction rituals, and other group dynamics” (p. 293). It is also the case, however, that 

the study of emotions and social movements has concentrated on some emotions and 

emotional mechanisms more than others. Flam and King (2005) state that some of the more 

commonly studied emotions include shame, pride, anger, and solidarity while others, such 

as loyalty and hope, have been less addressed.  

An important aspect of the reintroduction of emotions to the study of social 

movements has been providing an analytical framework that captures the complexity of 

emotions (Jasper 1998; Jasper 2011). Jasper (1998), for instance, distinguishes between 

emotions that are more permanent and enduring, which are generally termed “affect,” and 

those that are more fleeting, which can be understood as “reactive emotions.” Some 

examples of affect offered by Jasper (1998) include emotions such as love for friends and 

family as well hatred for opponents while reactive emotions include grief (also referred to 

as sorrow or loss) at the loss of a loved one or anger at a specific outcome. It is precisely 

the notion of grief as a reactive, and fleeting emotion, to which I would like to turn my 

attention. The case of forced disappearance offers a unique but compelling example of how 

emotions, like grief, and the mourning process that accompanies it can be protracted and 

cannot always be understood as a temporary, reactive emotion. 
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Death, Ritual, and the Significance of Grief 

In the sociological study of death, attention has been paid to the social forces that 

lead to death, particularly in the case of Durkheim’s study of suicide, as well as to collective 

rituals surrounding death (Davies 2000). As discussed in Chapter 3, Hertz (1960 [1907]) 

maintains that across cultures there are a series of rituals following death that a community 

carries out on behalf of the deceased. Although the specifics of the rituals may differ in 

diverse social contexts, a resounding feature of rituals is their character as a detailed 

process, in which there are specific practices and responsibilities that accompany different 

moments following a death. One of the central points of Hertz’s analysis concerns how 

death rituals are an important process for families and a community more generally to 

restore peace following the disruption caused by a death. This disruption is often driven by 

the intense emotions that follow from a death, in particular for uncertain, ambiguous, or 

violent deaths. Hertz emphasizes the intensity of emotion that characterize such cases and 

render them indelible features in the memories of the living: 

 
In cases of this kind it is not weakness of the emotion felt by the group which 
opposes the performance of normal funeral rites, but on the contrary is the extreme 
intensity of the suddenness of this emotion….the sinister way in which some 
individuals are torn from this world separates them for ever from their relatives: 
their exclusion is final and irremediable. For it is the last sight of the individual, as 
he was when death struck him down, which impresses itself most deeply on the 
memory of the living. This image, because of its uniqueness and its emotional 
content, can never be completely erased. (pp. 185-186; emphasis added) 

  
In this way, Hertz (1960 [1907]) argues that the relevance of emotions are heightened in 

cases in which violence or ambiguity surrounds an individual’s death.  Emotions generally 

associated with death, such as grief and sorrow, would therefore assume new meaning and 
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have greater salience in cases like forced disappearance than one would observe in the case 

of normative deaths, for which grief may be more likely to be expressed as fleeting, which 

is consistent with reactive emotions. 

 Grief is an important emotion in a handful of studies, including Whittier’s (2001) 

discussion of a social movement among child sexual abuse survivors and Gould’s (2001; 

2009) account of activism around the AIDS crisis in the U.S. during the 1980s. In each of 

these studies, however, grief is an emotion that individuals transform into another emotion, 

such as anger or pride. For instance, Whittier (2001) states that the movement among child 

sexual abuse survivors “emphasizes transforming emotions of shame, grief, and fear 

(understood to result from the experience of being sexually abused as a child) into feelings 

of pride, anger, joy in life, and a sense of connection to others” (p. 236). Gould (2001) 

addresses a similar transformation from grief but emphasizes that this shift was precipitated 

by collective recognition of the state’s relative apathy toward the deaths of gay men. This 

recognition amounted to a de-individualizing of grief on the part of activists and illustrates 

how some deaths are deemed un-mournable by the state because the deceased belonged to 

a stigmatized group. Athanasiou (2005) also discusses the role of mourning in the context 

of the transnational organization Women in Black, which she refers to as an “activism of 

mourning.” The protests, led and orchestrated by women, contest the human rights abuses 

and deaths of civilians in wars and conflicts, an activism that Athanasiou (2005) argues are 

“public and collective formations by which trauma is addressed in all its affective, social, 

and political or biopolitical implications, intimacies, and limits” (p. 42).  
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 The case of forced disappearance, in contrast to existing studies that address the 

emotion of grief in social movements, presents a case in which the context in which grief 

is expressed but with a measure of tenuous uncertainty. For cases in which death cannot be 

affirmed or is not affirmed for many years, the basic conditions of closure are not met 

which includes, namely, the recovery of a body as well as a burial and/or funeral: “…the 

reduction of the corpse to bones, which are more or less unchangeable and upon which 

death will have no further hold, seems to be the condition and the sign of the final 

deliverance” (Hertz 1960 [1907]; p. 83). Social movements around disappearance, 

therefore, present cases in which the relevance of grief and mourning may be especially 

important as both sources of motivation for collective action and for sustaining a movement 

over time. In this way, grievances, which generate emotions of grief and distress, can be of 

paramount importance for social movements organized around disappearance and their 

repertoires of contention, which will be explored later in this chapter. I turn now towards 

the role of emotions such as love and hope to social movements, which are also relevant to 

the case of enforced disappearance and present the possibility that specific combinations 

of emotions can be very important to social movements. 

 

Love and the Power of Affective Bonds 

Just as grief has been identified as an important emotion in social movements, the 

emotion of love is also a significant emotion in shaping and constituting collective action 

and, I will argue, are important to social movements around disappearance. Jasper (1998) 

identifies love as a primary affective emotion that concerns both the love of individuals 
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outside a movement (such as one’s family) and love between members of an organization, 

the latter of which Goodwin (1997) discusses in the context of the Huk movement. The 

emotion of love is one that can have an abiding and enduring character. Several studies 

have considered the role of love as an affective emotion, including some feminist 

scholarship that contributed significantly to the emotional turn in social movement study 

by refusing to endorse the dichotomy between rationality and emotion (Taylor 1996; 

Taylor and Rupp 2002). Taylor (1996), for instance, discusses the multiple dimensions of 

love through her study of how women experiencing post-partum depression contend with 

the expectations surrounding their expressions of love associated with maternity.  

In the context of social movements around forced disappearance, many of which 

are organized by relatives of the disappeared, the emotion of love is especially important. 

For instance, Bosco (2006) finds in the case of the Madres de Plaza de Mayo in Argentina, 

“the relations between the Madres and their supporters are often described in terms of 

bonds of affection and love, paralleling representations of the relation between mothers 

and their biological sons and daughters” (p. 354). In social movements around 

disappearance, love may be a significant emotion on multiple levels including as a 

motivator of collective action through love for one’s disappeared relative and as a source 

of bonding between individuals who experienced the disappearance of a relative. 

PEOPLE V. THE GENERAL PEOPLE’S COMMITTEE BUILDING  

Beginning in June 2008, roughly a year after families organized to launch a legal 

case against the state on behalf of their relatives, a small group of families consisting of 
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approximately twenty to thirty people began holding public demonstrations in Benghāzī. 

Families deliberately chose to host their demonstrations across from the buildings of al-

lajna al-sh‘abiyya al-‘āmah (The General People’s Committee) as well as the maḥkamah 

shamāl Benghāzī (Northern Court of Benghāzī), the latter of which is located in the 

downtown area along the Mediterranean Sea near the main Benghāzī port. Demonstrations 

in front of sites that were each responsible for popular representation and the arbitration of 

justice respectively, juxtaposed their symbolism with the experiences of violence and 

injustice that the families had endured. Families held public demonstrations on a weekly 

basis on Saturday mornings, which was not a working day. The gatherings were therefore 

legible to the general public as well as to the government officials, magistrates, and lawyers 

who frequented the General People’s Committee Building and the Northern Court of 

Benghāzī. Families chose Saturday because, as ‘Abd-Allah Al-Ṣalābī stated, “it was the 

day of the slaughter. It was between the days of June 28th and the 29th. The day of the 

slaughter was on a Friday and Saturday,” according to the calendar year of 1996. The 

families did not choose the day of Friday because it is considered a day of worship and, 

accordingly, all government-affiliated offices and buildings are closed.  Each Saturday, 

therefore, was a type of commemoration for the disappeared and deceased relatives.  

Between 2009 and 2011, the number of families who publically demonstrated on 

Saturdays steadily grew. By the latter part of 2010, some members of the family association 

estimate that there were over one hundred relatives present each Saturday morning. 

Although collective organizing, whether clandestinely or publicly, in the absence of 

government review and approval was strictly prohibited by Law 19 entitled “On 
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Associations” and was met with violent reprimand, families nevertheless occupied space 

directly in front of or across from the General People’s Committee building and the 

Northern Court of Benghāzī on a weekly basis. The demonstrations mobilized a broad 

coalition of relatives. Unlike maternal movements, as discussed in Chapter 3, it was 

primarily brothers and sisters who drove the development of social movement among 

families. Siblings, parents, and children of the disappeared collectively attended the 

demonstrations (see Illustration 12). The only exception was that younger women tended 

to be underrepresented at the demonstrations, which may reflect the vulnerability of young 

women in particular to violence in Libya by government security forces and Gaddafi 

himself.50 Their absences raises important questions about the dynamics associated with 

why certain people may play a public role in social movements and why others may not.51 

The families marched through the streets and stood side by side along the Benghāzī 

corniche opposite the courthouse. While men and women segregated themselves in groups, 

they all stood at the corniche with the Mediterranean sea behind them. Collectively they 

formed a long line of family members and, paired with the photographs and posters of their 

loved ones and, together, the families enveloped the space in front of the courthouse. The 

demonstrations highlight the significance of emotions to the family movement. Namely, 

the demonstrations were an opportunity to re-humanize their relatives and renegotiate the 

                                                
50 As noted in Chapter 1, the vulnerability of young women, such as university students, to sexual violence 
by Gaddafi specifically has been well-documented in the Libya (Cojean 2013). The instances of sexual 
violence are in all cases underrepresented. One of my respondents implied that she had experienced sexual 
violence by internal security forces many years prior to the formation of the family movement.  
51 The engagement of different members of the family in the demonstrations is an important example of 
how family movements may take different forms depending on a host a factors related to the political 
forces they are contesting and requires further investigation. 
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meaning of piety vis-à-vis the public and the state, they drew on symbols and gestures of 

mourning, and they engaged in acts of commemoration that included deeming their 

disappeared relatives as shahudā, a political and religious language of martyrdom. These 

protest semiotics suggest a tension among families between their uncertainty regarding the 

fate of their relatives and their certainty of government culpability in killing approximately 

1270 young men. 

 

  

Illustration 12: A young man holds a poster about missing relatives. The poster reads: 

“Cries of families of the Abū Salīm victims: Who killed…? [From right to left, top to 

bottom] My son, my father, my brother, my (paternal) uncle, my (maternal) uncle, my 

husband.” The poster illustrates the significance of multiple forms of kinship relation in 

the protests by Libyan families. It also communicates how the disappeared occupied a place 

of belonging in their families’ lives. Source: YouTube, User Libya Al-Waṭan. 
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Re-humanizing the Disappeared and Renegotiating the Meaning of Piety at the 

Waqfah 

 Several family members organized public gatherings beginning in 2008 and 2009 

did not refer to their organizing as mūẓāharāt or demonstrations. Instead, they referred to 

each gathering as a waqfah, an Arabic word that means “stance” and derives from the root 

waqf meaning “stop” or “cease.” In this sense, the gatherings among families were about 

taking a stance on behalf of their disappeared relatives. By gathering in front of state 

institutions, families sought in some ways to halt the machinations of the state; their public 

stances were a form of occupation that drew the attention of government officials working 

in the General People’s Committee building and in the courthouse towards a group of 

individuals who had been systematically denied information and whose relatives’ lives had 

been effaced by several agents of the state. On protest signs and in their speech, most of 

which are in Arabic52, families refer rather explicitly to the purported mass killing at Abū 

Salīm Prison as a madhbaḥa, meaning “massacre”, or, less commonly, a majzara, meaning 

“slaughter.” The stance was also a communicative appeal to their fellow Benghāzī residents 

and other Libyan citizens more generally to stop and recognize the violence of the state’s 

actions. In a gathering during 2010, Fāiza appealed to all Libyan citizens and asked them 

to see the disappeared and the victims of the prison killing as family members: 

                                                
52 The great majority of protest signs are in the Arabic language though there are occasionally signs that 
feature English. These signs suggest that some of the demonstrators may have been attempting to 
communicate to a broader audience that extended outside of Libya. It is the case that some members of the 
diaspora, specifically in Washington DC, held demonstrations in solidarity with the families so that there 
was advocacy surrounding the violence at Abū Salīm Prison on a transnational level. 
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I hope to say to all people, all the Libyans: the people who died at Abū Salīm, were 
they not Libyans? Not their brothers? Not from their blood, not from their flesh, 
not from them? I mean, is it necessary that a person himself feel this difficulty itself 
so that he can feel? So that he can stand with his brother? No, we must stand 
together. Today, we are standing in freedom. 

 
Fāiza’s call seeks to re-humanize the life of her brother and the lives of disappeared men 

more generally. She directly invokes the notion of flesh and blood and appeals to the 

language of family to reiterate that these men were members of their neighborhoods and 

their communities. The appeal to one’s brother also evokes a religious, and possibly 

political, connotation of ikhwān, or brotherhood. The case of disappearance in particular 

calls for a re-humanizing; not only are the bodies missing but disappeared men have been 

further criminalized for decades through policing strategies, televised executions, and 

Gaddafi’s public speeches. These stances, in a sense, were the mode by which families 

could arbitrate on behalf of those disappeared who had never been officially indicted or 

tried for a crime. This very public recasting of their relatives’ lives and characters just 

outside state institutions was a provocative and highly symbolic act. 

 A key mode of re-humanizing their relatives was also to include life-size 

photographs alongside their names and their dates of abduction by the state. Aside from 

individual relatives mobilizing personal photographs, which is detailed in the following 

section, families also designed by hand (see Illustration 13) or printed large posters that 

featured dozens of men at a time. This form of representation offers viewers a sense of the 

scope of the state’s violence and the photographs offer evidence of lives now effaced by 

the state. Along with the photographs, the act of naming the men and citing their dates of 

disappearance and arrest underlines the states culpability in the crime and, in a way, re-
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narrates the act of disappearance for the public. As one poster featuring a photograph of 

Al-Shaykh ‘Abd-Al-Karīm Al-‘Abār with question marks surrounding him read, “He was 

arrested in the year of 1989 and his fate is not known even now.” The act of naming ‘Abd-

Al-Karīm and providing details about his disappearance re-humanizes him and points 

toward the ongoing uncertainty of the families.  

 

 

Illustration 13: Montage of photographs. This poster features the photographs of several 

men disappeared by the regime and believed to have been killed at Abu Salim Prison in 

1996. Families shared photographs in order to produce posters such as the one above that 

featured rows of photographs often accompanied with names, birthdates, and dates of 

disappearance. Source: YouTube, User Libya Al-Waṭan. 
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In addition to attempts to re-humanize their relatives, families renegotiated the 

meaning of piety by exalting their religiosity, which stood in direct contrast to the 

government’s association of them with violence. Ghālīa Muḥammad Būz‘akūk, from 

Benghāzī, spoke of her son’s piety to insist that he was not part of any violent organizations 

or acts:  

He was a good child, who prayed five times a day, and he is the only one I have….I 
have no one else except God [pauses and cries]….They did not try him in court, or 
say what he did…He didn’t bomb a building….What did he, my son, do?...My son 
is innocent and still I’m running back and forth and exclaiming about it. And my 
son is innocent. 
 

Ghālīa ardently challenges the state’s association between religion and violence. She goes 

on to suggest that if her son were guilty of any crime she wouldn’t hesitate, as his mother, 

to punish him. During protests, Ghālīa carried with her a photograph of her son and some 

of his writings on religion, which she mobilizes to reframe his piety as a sign of his 

innocence rather than his guilt.  

 To the collective gatherings families also brought posters that featured excerpts 

from the Qu’ran. The excerpts ranged from verses about how wrongdoers would eventually 

be responsible be held accountable for their deeds in the afterlife to others about how those 

who show patience in times of hardship have the support of God. For example, a young 

man drew mobilized a poster that featured a verse from the fourteenth chapter of the Qur’an 

that read, In the name of God, most gracious, most merciful. And never think that Allah is 

unaware of what the wrongdoers do. He only delays them for a Day when eyes will stare 

[in horror]. Racing ahead, their heads raised up, their glance does not come back to them, 

and their hearts are void” (see Illustration 14). On a mock coffin, often carried by children 
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during the demonstrations, is a verse from the second and longest chapter of the Qur’an, 

Ṣūrah Al-Baqarah, Verse 179: “And there is for you in legal retribution [saving of] life, O 

you [people] of understanding, that you may become righteous” (translation from Sahih 

International). The families’ appeals to divine justice is an indirect critique of the state, 

which represented among the families a source of profound injustice and tyranny. The 

invocation of Qur’anic verses must also be read as a political act given the policing of pious 

masculinities in the 1980s. Yet another sign features a young man’s photograph in the 

foreground and an image of the Ka‘aba53 and Ḥajj54 pilgrimage in the background. Through 

the language of the Qur’an and symbols of Islam more generally, families renegotiate the 

meaning of piety in a political stance against the regime’s violence and exalt their loved 

ones to a state of righteousness despite the violence inflicted upon them by the regime.  

 Paired with their efforts to re-humanize their relatives and reframe the meaning of 

piety during the demonstrations, families mobilized several different types of props and 

signs to communicate a collective sense of mourning and to demand the truth about the 

fate of their relatives. These protest semiotics illustrate the continued effects of the 

disappearances on the families, who express a sense of protracted grief and a demand for 

a resolution to the uncertainty that has characterized their lives for years.  

 

                                                
53 The Ka‘aba is a structure in the center of the Jāmi‘ Al-Ḥarām, one of the most important holy sites for 
Muslims, in the city of Mecca in Saudi Arabia.  
54 The Ḥajj pilgrimage is one of five key religious obligations of Muslims that they are expected to 
complete in their lifetime. The pilgrimage consists of a specific series of practices and forms of worship 
that take place in key cities of Mecca and Medina.  
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Illustration 14: Excerpts from Ṣūrah Ibrāhīm. A protester holds a sign that features two 

verses (42-43) from the fourteenth chapter in the Qur’an, which focuses on the story of 

Abraham. The poster reads “In the name of God, most gracious, most merciful. And never 

think that Allah is unaware of what the wrongdoers do. He only delays them for a Day 

when eyes will stare [in horror]. Racing ahead, their heads raised up, their glance does not 

come back to them, and their hearts are void.” Translation from Sahih International. 

Source: YouTube, User Libya Al-Waṭan. 

 

Saturday Stances as Commemorative Acts of Remembrance 

Semiotics and Iconography of Protests 

A feature common to many demonstrations around disappearance is an attempt to 

re-humanize and, furthermore, to resurrect in some way the presence of the individual who 

was forcibly disappeared and arrested through photographs or props mobilized during 
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demonstrations. An examination of these semiotics and iconography is especially 

significant in cases of forced disappearance because social movement actors are making 

claims against the state for that which is not only intangible but also purportedly non-

existent. It is common not only in the Libyan case but in cases of disappearance cross-

nationally that the state repeatedly denies families information and claims not to have 

particular persons in its possession.  Consequently, the reclamation of disappeared relatives 

through publicizing their names and their photographs and communicating a sense that the 

disappeared belonged to a family or community is rich with symbolic and political 

meaning.  

In addition, many of the movements around disappearance have taken place in non-

democratic contexts where popular mobilizations have been sharply curtailed by the state. 

Across these cases, therefore, family members and others have engaged in innovative 

modes of protesting the state. Across Latin America, groups like the Asociación Madres 

de Plaza de Mayo (Association of the Mothers of the Plaza de Mayo) in Argentina, 

Agrupación (the Group of Relatives of the Detained and Disappeared) in Chile, and the 

Grupo de Apoyo Mutuo (Mutual Support Group) in Guatemala mobilized visuals and 

symbols, including holding photographs of the disappeared, attaching carpenter’s nails to 

their bodies to emulate Christ’s experience of suffering, and sewing arpilleras (tapestries) 

to fundraise for human rights efforts and to contest regime claims to freedom and economic 

security (Adams 2002; Navarro 2004; Schirmer 1989; Taylor 2001). In Argentina 

specifically, women undertook a novel form of demonstration by walking in pairs, instead 

of convening in large collectivities, to circumvent prohibitions on group demonstration. 
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These mothers also donned white scarves, sometimes with the name or photograph of their 

loved one pinned to it, upon their heads as they circulated around the Plaza de Mayo in 

front of the presidential mansion, La Casa Rosada. Outside the context of Latin America, 

women in Sri Lanka organized to form the Mother’s Front, which demonstrated and 

organized public spectacles in a “deva kanñalawwa” (“beseeching of the gods”) that 

directly accused the government, including President Premadasa, of violence and murder 

(de Alwis 2002). The mothers called for the deaths of public officials they deemed 

responsible for the loss of their sons and relatives in a form of ritualized cursing. 

Families in the Libyan case share some of these characteristics, including 

displaying photographs of their loved ones and drawing on religious symbols to articulate 

their grievances against the state. Although many cases may exhibit similar semiotics and 

iconography, it is important to connect these aspects of demonstrations theoretically to 

disappearance as a mode of repression and to explore how each demonstration reflects the 

specifics of the political and cultural context. In the case of Libya, we can understand the 

semiotics and iconography of the demonstrations, which includes gestures of mourning 

and the nomination of the disappeared as martyrs, as a reflection of and response to the 

state’s actions to disappear men implicated as pious and likely involved in mobilizing 

against the regime under the rubric of Islam. The semiotics of the demonstrations pointedly 

illustrate the ways by which violence and the development of individual subjectivities are 

intimately related long after specific deaths or traumas are inflicted by a given event. Das 

(2007) suggests that the endurance of violence raises important questions about mourning 

and what it means to live during and after loss: 
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What is it to bear witness to the criminality of the societal rule that consigns the 
uniqueness of being to eternal forgetfulness through a descent in everyday life – 
not simply to articulate loss through a dramatic gesture of defiance but to inhabit 
the world, or inhabit it again, in a gesture of mourning? (Das 2007; p. 62) 

 
In this view, mourning is a protracted process that becomes a way of life and produces 

“different ways of being-in-the-world” (Sandell 2010; p. 180). The Saturday stances among 

the families of the disappeared in Libya, while certainly acts of defiance, are also the 

product of many years of inhabiting the world in the absence of their loved one. Their 

specific modes of mobilization, therefore, are a reflection of years of searching, inquiring, 

and demanding answers about their relatives. As Fāiza communicated in a sign during one 

of the stances, while she held a picture of her brother ‘Abd Al-Karīm in another hand, “We 

want to see them after killing them!!?? After having deprived us of them in their lives.” 

Her words articulate the collective feelings among the families that they have been 

deprived of the lives of their absent brothers, sons, fathers, and husbands for years and for 

decades. 

 

Resurrecting and Remembering the Missing as Martyrs 

As part of the process of humanizing their relatives, many of the protesters in Libya 

held large, framed photographs of their relatives among other protest signs. Photographs 

have been mobilized across many social movements around disappearance. An important 

feature of the Libyan case, however, is that the photographs approximate life-size portraits 

and they are ornately framed, which suggests that they have been drawn out of a venerated 

place in the family home to occupy public space in a new way. In addition, families in 

Libya frequently referred to their disappeared relatives as shahudā’ or martyrs. The term 
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“the disappeared,” a key vocabulary to describe extra-judicially detained persons in Latin 

America, is less common in the Libyan case. When the men are not referred to as martyrs, 

they are referred to as the mafqūdīn or ‘the missing.” They are also occasionally described 

as being ghā’ib (absent) or makhtūf (disappeared).   

In terms of photographs, the images that families bring to protest appear to be 

professionally photographed, featuring an individual from his neck upward, and are large 

in scale, close to standard 11x13 or 16x20 inch sizes. The photographs are, in many cases, 

likely the last set of photographs taken in high school as many of the men who disappeared 

were in their late teens or early twenties at the time of their disappearance. These 

photographs render the men eternally youthful, which inclines the viewer to see them less 

suspiciously and, instead, as young and innocent. The photographs are often enlarged 

copies of standard photographs taken for identification cards and passports. The images 

feature both black and white and color photographs but they are seldom candid photographs 

that have been cropped or otherwise manipulated. The size of the photograph is especially 

important to consider as photographs for government documents tend to be small, often 

referred to as wallet-size (2.5x3.5 inches). The photographs mobilized during the 

demonstrations have been enlarged to sizes that render the face comparable to those of the 

protesters themselves. In this way, the deceased men, for whom the circumstances of their 

deaths remains ambiguous, are felt to be part of the demonstration itself. Their photographs 

emulate their very presence, as their gaze is redirected from the family home where their 

carefully framed photograph may generally hang to the streets of Benghāzī and upon the 

government buildings whose occupants deny their existence through forced disappearance.  
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In what appears to be the mobilization of government photographs, the visuals 

further intimate the ways by which families have preserved the memories of their loved 

ones. For many of the families, extra passport or license photos may be some of the only 

photographs that remain of their sons, brothers, fathers, and husbands. In another way, the 

photographs also reiterate a status of belonging, both to the family who mobilizes their 

image and to the state as a citizen. Dissidents in Libya often faced the prospect of being 

threatened with violence and forced into exile. As Nazīha herself stated, the extrajudicial 

disappearance and imprisonment of men in Libya represented a type of exile within the 

country; the young men were inaccessible to their own families and they occupied a 

tenuous political status that did afford to them the rights of a citizen such as a fair trial and 

due process. Thus, the photographs originally taken for the purposes of identification by 

the state and now held by the women questioning their whereabouts make a subtle claim 

of political belonging and entitlement as citizens of the state.  

Indeed, the notion of political, civil, and human rights was an important source of 

demands at the stances. The absent bodies of the disappeared men, and the ongoing 

ambiguity and uncertainty that they symbolized, was key drawing attention to the absence 

of human rights in Libya, as Samīra Ṣādiq ‘Īsa implied about the disappearance of son in 

1993:  

I want to know whether he’s dead or alive. Why have they held him for seventeen 
years? Even if he had been the president of the country, they would have tried him. 
For anything that he had done, shouldn’t they have informed us? They don’t say 
what our son has done or what happened and, for example, tell us ‘this is what he’s 
being tried for.’  
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The central issue from Samīra’s perspective is the absence of knowledge about her son’s 

fate and, fundamentally, about why he was apprehended and imprisoned at all. She casts 

doubt on the notion that her son is responsible for any crime by citing the ambiguity around 

why he was imprisoned. She goes on to say, more explicitly, that her son “didn’t have any 

problems with anyone, he was peaceful, he didn’t get into any problems or anything.” 

Given the authoritarian context in Libya, one mode through which protestors imply that 

their relatives were not responsible for any crimes is to critique the uncertainty around the 

act of disappearance and question the government’s style of reprimanding young men 

without due process.  

The significance of disappearance to the semiotics of the demonstrations is echoed 

also in many signs. For example, a sign that reads “Our souls will not rest until after the 

perpetrator is brought to account” accompanies a man as he sits during a demonstration 

along the corniche across from the courthouse (see Illustration 15). In the poster, the words 

“until” and “the perpetrator” are written in red for emphasis. The notion of restless souls 

attests to the ongoing and pervasive effects of disappearance on the lives of the families 

left behind. The poster uses the term nafs meaning “soul” (or “breath”) which attests to 

how deeply the families felt the losses of their children, fathers, brothers, and husbands as 

well as to the lack of closure they continue to experience.  
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Illustration 15:  Restless Souls. A man in Benghazi sits during a demonstration along the 

corniche next to a sign that reads “Our souls will not rest until after the perpetrators are 

brought to account.” Source: The Association of the Families of the Martyrs of the Abū 

Salīm Prison Massacre Facebook page. 

 

The losses felt on the part of families was reflected in many of the ways by which 

relatives comported themselves at the stances. Although the families gathered regularly 

every Saturday morning and early afternoon, they also gathered together for a special 

stance on June 29th, the day of the purported mass killing at Abū Salīm Prison. The families 

referred to these stances, which they would plan many weeks in advance, as stances of 

dhikra, meaning “remembrance.” On these days of remembrance, women and men would 

wear over their clothes a black cloth that assumed the shape of a vest (see Illustration 16). 
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The specific gesture of wearing black vests during the demonstration contrasts sharply 

against the thin, white pants knee-length shirts worn by men and the white wraps worn by 

women in Libya. The vests, therefore, draw attention to a deliberate and collective donning 

of black garments that connote a sense of mourning and loss. The black cloth draped upon 

the bodies of the relatives could be read as a broader symbolic gesture of the burden of loss 

and uncertainty that weighs upon the daily lives of the families.  

In addition, some demonstrators draped across their black vests a long white sash 

upon which was written names of their relatives. These sashes reiterated a sense of 

belonging and affection between the disappeared and their relatives and also reiterated their 

loved ones’ piety and unjust deaths by referring to each one as a shahīd or “martyr.” Many 

families proclaimed their relatives as “martyrs” through affixing the term to posters or 

photographs of their sons, brothers, fathers, and husbands. The word “shahīd” relates to 

the term “witness” in both Arabic and in the Latin term that derives its meaning from 

Greek. Nearly all of the families refer to their relatives as martyrs, which ascribes to them 

a special status. The status of a martyr, which dates to the Hellenistic period, is conferred 

upon individuals under different paradigms (Cook 2007). In the Islamic context, 

martyrdom is a status bestowed by God to those who have died on God’s behalf. In 

reference to their relatives, family members will often say that a man is “a martyr, God 

willing” precisely because it is an honor that only God can bestow. In a more general sense, 

and in the case of Libya, the honorific of martyr is bestowed upon individuals who have 

actively fought on behalf of social justice or have died as a result of unjust acts of violence. 

The nomination of “martyr” is therefore is a very political invocation of religiosity that 
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exalts as well as humanizes the disappeared and implies injustice on the part of the Libyan 

government. 

The honorific of martyr is particularly significant in the case of disappearance 

because martyrs in from Islamic perspectives occupy a status as “living.” The second 

chapter, Ṣūrah Al-Baqarah, Verse 154 is referenced in the everyday to attest to the status 

of martyrs; it reads, “And do not say about those who are killed in the way of Allah, “They 

are dead.” Rather, they are alive, but you perceive [it] not.” This liminal status between life 

and death is well-suited to the disappeared, whose families constantly wrestle with 

contradictory emotions of grief and hope in relation to their loved ones. The notion of hope 

is especially important in social movements around disappearance. Jasper (1998) regards 

hope as a mood and “the anticipation of a better state of affairs in the future” (p. 406). Hope 

is essentially forward-looking and future-oriented and is constituted by a specific 

expectation for something to happen. Jasper (2011) considers hope to be an important 

emotion that, when combined55 with other emotions, can be contribute to social action: 

“Hope is often the pole in what I call moral batteries: the combination of positive and 

negative emotions that, through their contrast, help energize action” (p. 291). Moral 

batteries are best understood as combinations of emotions, such as pride and shame, that 

galvanize collective action but are understudied and relatively unexplored. In the context 

of disappearance, the relationships and connections between grief, love, and hope can 

                                                
55 Flam (2005) discusses in detail how combinations of emotions, such as hope and fear, can be important 
“emotional mixes” in social movements. 
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constitute important resources for social movement development and sustainment over 

time. 

Hertz (1960 [1907]) is relevant in this context again in his discussion of how coping 

with death is intimately connected to emotions of grief as well as hope: 

We cannot bring ourselves to consider the deceased as dead straight away: he is too 
much part of our substance, we have put too much of ourselves into him, and 
participation in the same social life creates ties which are not to be severed in one 
day. The ‘factual evidence’ is assailed by a contrary flood of memories and images, 
of desires and hopes. (p. 81; emphasis added) 

 
In this way, it is difficult to come to terms with death precisely because of our investments 

in another person’s life, which evokes emotions of hope; for instance, our hopes can relate 

to futures we anticipated together that are now disrupted by the realities of death. If coping 

with death is difficult in cases of certain death because of our hopes and desires, we can 

anticipate that the role of emotions such as hope will be particularly acute in cases of 

ambiguous and uncertain deaths presented by enforced disappearance.  

Through the medium of photographs, signs, and their own comportment, families 

publicly re-humanized their disappeared relatives and commemorated their lives. Through 

language that communicated the ongoing pain of not knowing what had become of their 

relatives, the families pointedly held the government and its institutions accountable and, 

in the process, renegotiated the very meaning of piety that led to their relatives’ 

disappearances and imprisonment. The significant mobilization of photographs and 

garments suggestive of mourning and grief also made stances an occasion to resurrect the 

presence of men disappeared for years and redefined their relatives and themselves vis-à-

vis the state. These gestures of defiance were not, however, without reprimand. Although 
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the politics of the rapprochement and the effort on the part of the Libyan regime to promote 

some semblance of respect for human rights afforded the families an unprecedented space 

to mobilize, there were many instances in which demonstrators were intimidated, often in 

very gendered ways. 

 

 

Illustration 16: Women don black vests. Women wear black garments on top of their 

clothes and clutch large framed photographs of their relatives to their bodies. Source: 

YouTube, User Libya Al-Waṭan 

 

Intimidation and Arrests of Family Members 

Several members of the family association described to me instances in which they 

were intimidated by other citizens, who they believed were paid by the regime to accost 
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them, and by government security forces. Some of the demonstrators were arrested 

multiple times and subsequently released. Although the intimidation targeted several 

members of the family movement, the arrests were primarily directed at the leadership of 

the movement, namely the lawyer Fatḥī Terbil who advanced the legal case against the 

state and other men. In this way, arrests as a form of state violence continued to affect men.  

Intimidation of the families in 2010 compelled the families to temporarily relocate 

their demonstrations away from the Benghāzī courthouse along the seaside corniche. Due 

to relentless confrontation from individuals believed to be government-paid emissaries, the 

families moved their protests to the area of Al-Barka, slightly south of the downtown 

corridor, in front of the Al-Qīādāt Al-Sh‘abiyya building or People’s Leadership building. 

Fāiza described the encounters as a “war” that Gaddafi waged against the families: 

He began to war with us, Mu‘amar, with his leadership. He began to war with us 
and brought to us people who were called “Martyrs of Duty”…they used to bring 
these people in cars from the interior [of the country] to the city…And they would 
war with us. We would fight with them, they and us. And we were arrested. 
 

The “Martyrs of Duty” to which Fāiza refers were family members of individuals who had 

been part of revolutionary committees but were killed in the line of duty in different 

conflicts and circumstances. The regime pitted these families against the families 

demonstrating on behalf of their disappeared relatives in Libya. These types of 

confrontations often escalated beyond verbal confrontations to physical fights, which 

pushed the families to and from different sites of protest during the course of 2010.  

 Faraj, who is one of the original members of the family movement, recalls being 

arrested and taken to a variety of prisons both during and outside the context of the 

demonstrations: 
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In two years, they imprisoned me almost five times. The same thing [every time]. 
They even tried to give me money. “God willing we’ll let you out, we’ll give you 
work”…on the assumption that we would stop the communications…but we didn’t 
stop. 

 
Faraj was incarcerated for different spans of time and was offered money to cease his 

leadership of the family organizing. Much like the remuneration packages offered to 

families as compensation for the deaths of their relatives, the money was offered in an 

effort to convince him to desist from demanding further answers about the whereabouts of 

his three brothers. 

 Although the government, through hired hands or through security forces, 

intimidated and targeted many family members at the demonstrations, more men reported 

being arrested and subsequently released. A few family members recalled in particular an 

incident in which Fatḥī Terbil, who himself was arrested countless times, was attacked by 

a plainsclothed man with a large cleaver. The incident itself was filmed; families were 

marching in the streets of Benghāzī chanting and raising signs and photographs for 

onlookers, some of whom waved and gave them “thumbs up” expressions of support and 

others who simply looked on. Suddenly, there is a disruption at the front of the march and 

a man can be seen rushing toward Fatḥī with his right hand clutching a cleaver, which he 

raises as he approaches him. Other men rush toward him to restrain him and to protect 

Fatḥī. While certainly an exceptional moment, the intimidation and violence experienced 

by the families was frequent and was most directly felt by key leadership and men in the 

movement. 
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CONCLUSION 

After filing a legal case against the state, Libyan families descended upon the streets of 

Benghāzī and publicly demonstrated in defiance of the regime’s prohibitions against 

collective organizing. The protests, which the families referred to as “stances,” were held 

every Saturday morning and called directly and pointedly on the people of Benghāzī to 

recognize the magnitude of the state’s violence. Over the course of two years, attendance 

at the stances slowly grew in size, from twenty to thirty people to over one hundred family 

members by 2010. The demonstrations mobilized a range of participants including both 

men and women with many different relations to the disappeared men. Unlike maternal 

movements discussed in other political settings, the demonstrations in Libya were not only 

attended by mothers but also by fathers, brothers and sisters, and sons and daughters, 

among other kinship relations. The semiotics and iconography of the demonstrations, 

which focused on re-humanizing the disappeared men and re-defining the meaning of piety, 

were a reflection of the families’ decades-long searches for their loved ones. Central to the 

protests was a sense of protracted grief, as expressed through language on protest signs as 

well as through the comportment of protesters who wore black vests in gestures of 

mourning and mobilized mock coffins. These expressions symbolized the ongoing 

uncertainty and ambiguity among some demonstrators about the whereabouts and 

condition, living or deceased, of their disappeared relatives. Other demonstrators were 

more certain that their loved ones had been victim to a mass killing at Abū Salīm Prison 

and mobilized the language of martyrdom on their behalf. A venerated status cross-

culturally with specific religious meaning in the Islamic context, martyrdom is highly 
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political and symbolic in this instance and reflects a deep love and affection on the part of 

families for their disappeared relatives. Although declaring a family member to be a 

“martyr” could be taken to reflect certainty among families that their loved ones had died, 

from an Islamic perspective, martyrdom ascribes to an individual an unconventional status. 

Martyrs are those who live on despite their appearance as having died. In this way, 

martyrdom is well-suited to discussions of the disappeared, whose missing bodies make 

possible the chance that they continue to live despite their appearance as deceased. This 

uncertainty and demand for answers from the state galvanized families for several years 

leading up to the 2011 collective uprising against the regime, which was inspired by the 

popular uprisings to the west in Tunisia and to the east in Egypt. In the Libyan case, some 

of the members of the family movement were among the first targets of the regime’s 

violence and the first to demonstrate against it.  
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Conclusion 

June 2012 – Tripoli, Libya. In between small naps aboard the flight from Frankfurt 

to Tripoli, I caught small, shimmering glimpses of the Mediterranean Sea through the 

window. For the first time in almost ten years, I was visiting Libya after the collapse of the 

Gaddafi regime. The popular uprising against the regime that began on February 15th in 

Benghāzī enveloped the country for months in 2011. Unable to travel due to the protracted 

conflict and armed insurrection that followed from the popular uprising, my family and I 

closely watched the developments from afar. The process of witnessing the revolution 

unfold, and the concern for our families in Tripoli that accompanied it, was a sobering 

experience. We feared the outcome as Gaddafi himself threatened members of the diaspora 

specifically for their roles in fomenting protest. As he said in one February speech shortly 

after the uprising began, “I don’t blame these youths [protestors]. They are young people: 

sixteen, seventeen, eighteen. They are emulating what is happening in Tunisia…But there 

is a sick group that is giving money and pills, these hallucinogenic pills, to these young 

people, very young people, pushing them towards this side of war…They are in their houses 

outside of the country, enjoying the safety and their families and their children. And they 

are encouraging you and your children, giving them pills, encouraging [them] to slaughter 

each other.” For Gaddafi and the regime, members of the diaspora in the U.S. and Europe 

were contributing to the uprising and threatening his regime’s power. We knew that if the 

revolution wasn’t successful, we would probably never be able to return. With the fall of 

Tripoli to anti-regime forces in August of 2011 and the subsequent murder of Gaddafi that 

October, that frightening possibility subsided. 



 216 

Months later, aboard the flight to Tripoli, I witnessed my father in a different form 

than I had all those years ago on my first trip to Libya. He was anxious but this anxiety 

was characterized instead by a sense of eagerness and anticipation. He was returning to 

Libya in freedom, no longer restrained by the violent whims of the regime. And he as not 

alone in this sentiment on our flight. As our plane approached the coastline of Libya and 

began its slow descent, the plane windows opened for us a vista of sprawling, arid expanses 

of land squared off by small tree tops. Children a few rows ahead of us screeched in 

excitement, “It’s Libya! It’s Libya!” Their delightful chatter was followed by a chorus of 

clapping among several passengers as we descended further into the city of Tripoli, where 

tall apartment buildings pierced the sky and cars buzzed along highways. The gleeful 

quality of our approach into Libya was a sharp departure from our many trips before 2012. 

This time, however, families who had long been in exile were aboard the flight and their 

children were anticipating the Libya promised to them for years. Unlike my journey in 

2003, this generation of Libyans of the diaspora encountered a long-awaited welcome 

(back) home.  

 The experience of sharing a flight with families who, unlike my father, could not 

risk returning to Libya after decades living abroad, was a reminder of the repression of the 

Gaddafi regime and the great sacrifices people had made to endure it and to escape it. Their 

long absence from Libya was in many ways forced upon them because their views of 

Libya’s political future ran contrary to that of the prevailing regime. Their return following 

the popular uprising reiterates the significance of the family movement’s emergence and 

endurance in Benghāzī as key sources of contention against the state. Whereas many 
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Libyans were exiled throughout the world, families in Benghāzī were able to contest the 

regime from within. Their activism also raises questions, worthy of further investigation, 

about what roles the families may have played in the revolution, which started in Benghāzī 

as well, and what transnational connections to the Libyan diaspora might have existed 

among the members of the family movement. 

KEY FINDINGS 

From the collaboration between neighbors at the moment of disappearance to the 

formal organizing among families in Benghāzī, family members have emerged as key 

actors in pursuing knowledge of disappeared relatives and resisting, both subtly and 

overtly, the Libyan state. By tracing the emergence of the Association of the Families of 

the Martyrs of the Abū Salīm Prison Massacre, I illustrate how the very act and process of 

forced disappearance, and the uncertainties it produces, creates a series of unintended 

consequences that set in motion inquiries, visits, and legal arbitrations that connect and 

consolidate families around the cause of learning the fate of their disappeared relatives. 

The absent body is key in sustaining the families’ inquiries and investigations and is a point 

of unresolved tension that both motivates and is reflected in the family’s social movement 

organizing. 

Through the detailed accounts of the process of forced disappearance, we observe 

how the internal security forces pursued a violent campaign to arrest anyone deemed 

oppositional to the regime. In the late 1980s and early 1990s, the prevalence of oppositional 

organizing under the rubric of Islam led to a broad-scale policing of what I term an 
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“embodied pious masculinity.” Dissidence was read on the bodies of men who attended 

early morning or late evening prayers at their local masjid and who donned a beard or wore 

a particular style of hemmed trousers. Their disappearances and arrests were often 

concentrated in particular neighborhoods throughout eastern and western Libya and were 

not always subtle. Whether they were forcibly disappeared during the day or night, the 

event was frequently disruptive and elicited attention from others in the neighborhood. The 

awareness of the state’s violence that was facilitated by the disappearances permitted 

neighbors to inform one another of what they had witnessed. For some families, neighbors 

who had similarly experienced disappearance became sources of information and empathy, 

which was especially important in the climate of distrust that characterized the repressive 

authoritarian environment of the period.  

The forced disappearance of men across neighborhoods throughout Libya left a 

host of unanswered questions among families who embarked on a decades-long process of 

inquiry and investigation into the whereabouts of their sons, brothers, and husbands. The 

uncertainty among families led them to several sites, including their own neighbors and 

internal security headquarters, to ascertain any details about their relatives. Each act of 

relentlessly pursuing information and refusal to accept the state’s abduction of their 

relatives constituted an important act of resistance to the state. These inquiries eventually 

led them to Abū Salīm Prison, where they began regular monthly visits. The aggregation 

of families in front of the prison, and the long journeys to get there from eastern cities like 

Benghāzī, further made legible the scope of the state’s violence and furnished the occasion 
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for families to converse and collaborate with one another, which developed into an 

informal network of families over the course of several months and years.  

 Their familiarity with one another became central when the state began releasing 

death certificates gradually beginning in 2001 and coinciding with the political 

rapprochement between Libya and the international community. While intended to provide 

the families with certainty regarding the fate of their loved ones, the death certificates 

instead became a moment of great rupture. The death certificates, riddled with 

inconsistencies and omissions, only generated further uncertainties among the families 

about what happened to their relatives and whether they were truly dead or remained alive. 

Coupled with a strict prohibition on hosting a funeral and the absence of a body to properly 

commemorate the death, family members were enveloped in doubt and confusion. 

Accordingly, when one family boldly filed a legal case to inquire about the whereabouts 

of their son in Benghāzī, the submerged network of families who had been familiar with 

one another, some more or less intimately, for years before came to the fore. They 

supported the legal case, collectively filed additional proceedings, and eventually hosted 

public demonstrations to increase awareness among the public of the state’s violence. The 

emergence of the family movement in Benghāzī can be understood as both an outcome of 

the familiarity and relations that developed through the more extensive process of inquiry 

(including long, arduous journeys to Abū Salīm Prison in Tripoli) as well as the 

comparatively less entrenched security structure than existed in the capital city of Tripoli.   

The public demonstrations that families organized in front of multiple government 

sites in Benghāzī, including the Northern Court of Benghāzī along the sea, were dramatic 
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gestures of a type of grieving and mourning that had been protracted by the state’s forced 

disappearance of their relatives, the denial of information about their whereabouts, and the 

absent bodies of relatives that many of them had been haphazardly informed had died. 

Through the mobilization of mock coffins, black garments, and large photographs of their 

sons, brothers, fathers, husbands, uncles, and cousins, families embodied and 

communicated how a lack of closure enveloped their daily lives. Many of the families 

elevated their loved ones to the status of shahudā’ or martyrs, a highly symbolic, political, 

and religious gesture that simultaneously critiqued the state, exalted their relatives, and 

renegotiated the meaning of piety.  

Collectively, the process of disappearance, the inquiries on behalf of families, and 

the collective organizing among a broad coalition of family members in pursuit of the fate 

of their disappeared relatives illustrates how families emerge as key sources of contention 

vis-à-vis the state. Furthermore, the uncertainty and ambiguity that drives families to the 

homes and workplaces of their neighbors, to the internal security headquarters, to the 

prison, to the courthouse, and eventually to the streets of Benghāzī can be traced to the 

pursuit of the missing and absent body, which prohibits the rituals and routines that 

facilitate closure for families and communities. The absence and ambiguity sustains the 

family movement and compels it forward even to the present.  

IMPLICATIONS OF THE STUDY 

The Libyan case and the emergence of the Association of the Families of the 

Martyrs of the Abū Salīm Prison Massacre point towards the significant role played by the 



 221 

family in social movements that contest the state and, more pointedly, practices of forced 

disappearance. This has implications for movements across the world, where a number of 

states forcibly disappear individuals who are deemed dissident according to the politics of 

the time. Across Latin America, South and East Asia, and the Middle East and North 

Africa, important sources of contention against the state in the case of forced disappearance 

are organized by families mobilizing in the name of their kinship identities, often in 

different configurations (sometimes as exclusively mothers or parents). The theoretical 

conceptualization of the “family movement” as a distinct type of social movement that can 

take many forms offers us the vocabulary to engage in comparative analysis of social 

movements and question why one type of family movement emerges in one context 

whereas another type develops in a different context.  

Furthermore, sustained study of family movements also offers the potential for 

scholars to understand why such movements do not develop in some social contexts; in a 

large number of countries in which forced disappearance is a well-documented practice, 

we do not observe family movements in any configuration. Does the type of person who is 

forcibly disappeared account for this divergence? Does the time period of disappearances 

account for this divergence? A sociological understanding of forced disappearance that 

considers how race and ethnicity, gender, sexuality, and political affiliation inform who is 

forcibly disappeared can potentially inform why and how family movements develop or do 

not develop.  

This study also illustrates the salience of the absent body in motivating, inspiring, 

and sustaining mobilizations among families. While social movement scholars have 
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predicted that death, as such, can catalyze collective mobilization but lacks the ability to 

sustain it, the case of forced disappearance illustrates how ambiguous deaths can and do 

produce robust mobilizations that can endure for years at a time. In fact, the most powerful 

but unintended consequence of forced disappearance is the lack of closure it inaugurates, 

which, upon reflection, illuminates some of the reasons why many of these family 

movements continue to persist and to thrive. Although many disappearances took place 

decades ago, a number of these family movements continue to be active and engaged in 

contemporary politics in their respective states and even transnationally. For instance, in 

Libya, the AFMASPM has actually grown over time and expanded across multiple cities 

in Libya. The association now has branches across the country including in the coastal 

cities of Miṣrāta, Azzāwiyya, Ajdābiyya, and Darna. While family members in Benghāzī 

remain as key leaders, the association’s work in the capital with organizations such as the 

Ministry of Martyrs and Missing Person’s Families’ Affairs, is central to the continuing 

efforts of the association, which include unresolved issues related to the absent bodies of 

the disappeared men. Namely, the association continues to arrange official divorces for 

women whose husbands were killed but who do not possess death certificates and also 

pursues remuneration and reparations for families who did not accept the Gaddafi-led 

government’s offers but have endured decades of poverty in the absence of key 

breadwinners.  

This ongoing work of family movements, which is not unique to the Libyan case 

as many social movement organizations across the world remain active thirty and forty 

years after the initial disappearances of their relatives, attests to the power and significance 
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of the absent body to families. Not only is the body important for the act of closure but it 

also compels families to reorder their lives in its absence; women experience difficulty in 

remarrying, children cannot seek the support of pensions from their absent fathers, among 

many other perplexing challenges introduced by a person’s disappearance but 

unacknowledged death.  

The significance of absence in the case of forced disappearance can be generalized 

further to suggest that in situations in which the outcome of a particular issue is rendered 

ambiguous and the expected process of closure is forestalled, the possibility exists for 

sustained mobilization and contention. Accordingly, the greater the ambiguity of the issue 

and the longer it is left unresolved, the more likely it will become a source of sustained 

attention and contention. For instance, we observe mobilizations among families 

surrounding the cases of missing flights that are believed to have crashed. The inability to 

locate the aircraft and the difficulty in recovering the bodies leads to a protracted process 

of mourning and uncertainty among families that can last for years. Voice 370, a group 

composed of families of passengers who are believed to have died in the disappearance of 

Flight MH370 in March 2014, have organized to demand answers from the Malaysian 

airliner, governments, and international aviation agencies to inaugurate new approaches to 

the ongoing search for the aircraft. The case of missing airliners, among others, illustrate 

how the findings of this study concerning the possibility of ambiguity and uncertainty to 

facilitate sustained protest can extend beyond the act of forced disappearance.  
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FUTURE DIRECTIONS 

This study of the Association of the Families of the Martyrs of the Abū Salīm Prison 

Massacre has raised important ongoing questions about the significance of the family to 

social movements against forced disappearance, the role of families in the 2011 uprisings 

against the regime in Libya, and the role of the diaspora in politics.  

Sustained attention the Libyan case of family mobilizations in pursuit of answers 

about the fate of their loved ones must be understood in comparative context, particularly 

given much early mobilizations among family members in Latin America. In the future, I 

would like to compare historically the development of different types of family movements 

across North Africa and, later, across different regions of the world, to further refine the 

meaning of family movements and understand what drives different formations and 

configurations of family social movement development. While this study has illustrated 

the centrality of the absent body in compelling families to mobilize, is important to also 

understand and conceptualize how that mobilization unfolds and who is included in that 

process. 

In addition to comparative analyses with other social movements, it is also 

important to further study the trajectory of the family movement in Libya. Throughout my 

interviews, particularly with families in Benghāzī, family members connected their 

demonstrations to the 2011 collective uprising. While planned protests, called “Days of 

Rage,” were scheduled to begin in Tripoli on February 17th, 2011, protests actually began 

as early as February 15th when the state arrested prominent members of the family 

movement, namely Fatḥī Terbil. His mother, among other members of the family 
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association, rallied in front of the Northern Court of Benghāzī demanding that her son be 

released from detention. The crowd, numbering nearly one hundred people according to 

some of the family members who were present, chanted “Wake up, wake up oh Benghazi!” 

and called attention to the illegal abduction and detention of Fatḥī. From this point, the 

uprising in Libya began in earnest and the very courthouse outside which the families had 

been protesting for years became a canvas for expressions of grievance with the Gaddafi 

regime, featuring pictures of the same disappeared men whose faded photographs were a 

testament to decades-long persecution. The courthouse, for years a site of injustice and 

terror, was transformed literally into a space of protest and figuratively as sanctuary for the 

resurrection of lives perished since the 1970s. In my future work, I intend to pursue the 

connections between the family movement and the beginning of the collective uprisings in 

Libya, which could help explain why the uprising began in the eastern region of the country 

and unfolded westward. 

Lastly, I plan to trace more closely the role played by transnational connections in 

the Libyan family movement. The key percipient witness of the Abū Salīm Prison killing 

narrated his account upon his exile from Libya and some family members noted in 

interviews that families in the U.S. and Europe demonstrated on Saturdays in solidarity 

with them. I want to explore these connections, and their relevance for the family 

movement’s emergence, further. In particular, I am interested in focusing on the politics of 

the diaspora and how social movements based outside of Libya, particularly in the United 

States and England, sought to influence politics in their country of origin from afar. Despite 

their physical absence and remoteness, actors of the diaspora have been key in 
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orchestrating and organizing at a distance, the dynamics of which I would like to explore 

further.  

Collectively these future directions, from comparative analyses of movements 

around forced disappearance to the study of diaspora politics, point toward the significance 

that absence can occupy in social life. In this study of the families of the disappeared in 

Libya, their ongoing mobilizations underline the significance of uncertainty, ambiguity, 

and absence in sustaining protest and catalyzing social change. Through their activism and 

their collective demonstrations, the images of the disappeared reenter and repopulate public 

space in a different form: in the frame of the venerated rather than the villainized, the 

mourned rather than the scorned, the alive rather than the dead. It is in absence that this 

story lives. 
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Appendices 

APPENDIX A: MAP OF LIBYA 

Produced by the U.S. Central Intelligence Agency (1993). Source: University of Texas 
Libraries.  
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APPENDIX B: TIMELINE OF ABŪ SALĪM PRISON KILLING AND THE DEVELOPMENT OF 
THE ASSOCIATION OF THE FAMILIES OF THE MARTYRS OF THE ABŪ SALĪM PRISON 
MASSACRE 

 
—   1989-1995: The broad policing of individuals regarded by the state as organizing 

under the rubric of Islam occurred in the late 1980s and early to mid-1990s. 
Individuals were forcibly disappeared and eventually take to Abū Salīm Prison in 
Tripoli. 

—   June 28, 1996: Prisoners at Abū Salīm Prison took prison personnel hostage and 
made several demands including visitation rights with family, proper medical care, 
and regular access to the outdoors. Key regime figures, including the head of 
intelligence, ‘Abd-Allah Al-Sanūsī, visited the prison and met with several 
prisoners who spoke on behalf of their respective cellmates. 

—   June 29, 1996: According to accounts from percipient witnesses, prisoners from 
each  

—   Latter half of 1996: Visits to Abū Salīm Prison were temporarily suspended and 
families were asked to return after several months had elapsed. Prisoners remaining 
in to Abū Salīm Prison were moved to other prisons, including ‘Ain Zāra Prison in 
Tripoli.  

—   1996-2000: Some families report intermittent closure of Abū Salīm Prison to visits 
by families. 

—   2001-2011: The state began releasing death certificates to families in a staggered 
fashion over the course of several years. The death certificates featured dates of 
death that did not correspond to June 29th 1996, the date of the prison killing, and 
frequently provided no cause of death. Many families have still not received death 
certificates. 

—   2004: Gaddafi publicly admits deaths occurred at Abū Salīm Prison but does not 
state the scope of the violence or take full responsibility for the killings. 

—   2004: Ḥusayn Al-Shāf‘ī  migrates to the United States and begins speaking out to 
organizations such as Human Rights Watch about his experiences in Abū Salīm 
Prison. 

—   January 2006: Human Rights Watch publishes a report, “Words to Deeds,” that 
addresses many human rights abuses in Libya, including the Abū Salīm Prison 
killing. 

—   2007: Families in Benghāzī file a legal case against the Libyan government to 
demand answers about the fate of Ḥāfiẓ Al-Qarqūrī and, by extension, imprisoned 
men more generally. ‘Abd Al-Ḥāfīẓ Ghūqa, a lawyer connected to Saif Al-Islam 
Gaddafi’s reform movement, leads the case. 

—   June 2008: Families begin holding public demonstrations in Benghāzī to demand 
that the government provide them with the bodies of their disappeared relatives and 
hold accountable individuals responsible for their deaths. 

—   December 2009: Human Rights Watch releases a report, “Truth and Justice Can’t 
Wait,” that addresses the mobilizations among families in Libya and provides 
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evidence from percipient witnesses, including Ḥusayn Al-Shāf‘ī, of the prison 
killing. 

—   June 2010: Amnesty International issues a report, “Libya of Tomorrow,” that 
specifically addresses the mobilizations among families in Libya. 

—   February 15, 2011: The president of the family association, Fatḥī Terbil, and other 
members of the association are arrested by the government in Benghāzī in advanced 
of planned anti-regime demonstrations to be held on Libya’s “Day of Rage” on 
February 17, 2011. Families in the association, including members of Fatḥī’s 
family, demonstrate to contest their imprisonment and demand their release.  

—   September 5, 2012: ‘Abd-Allah Al-Sanūsī is extradited to Libya from Mauritania, 
where he was detained since March 2012.  
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APPENDIX C: LIST OF ACRONYMS 
ASU         Arab Socialist Union 
BPC         Basic People’s Congress 
GPC         General People’s Congress  
GPCmt         General People’s Committee 
LIFG          Libyan Islamic Fighting Group 
NFSL          National Front for the Salvation of Libya 
RCC         Revolutionary Command Council 
RCs          Revolutionary Committees (est. 1979) 
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Glossary of Transliterated Arabic Terms 

 

All Arabic and Libyan dialect terms that appear in this text have been transliterated 
following the International Journal of Middle Eastern Studies (IJMES) transliteration 
system. For more information, see: http://ijmes.chass.ncsu.edu/docs/TransChart.pdf. 
 

—   absīsa – a light, sweet cake made of flour, eggs, sugar, oil, and, occasionally, 
vanilla. 

—   ahālī – refers to family but connotes the broadest sense of family (all extended kin) 
and can refer to a broader community as well. 

—   ‘ā’ila – refers to the extended family (such as aunts and uncles) 
—   āl – refers to family but connotes an entire clan; it is a more antiquated term that is 

less frequently circulated. 
—   amn al-dākhilī – internal security (forces) 
—   dhikra – remembrance or commemoration 
—   fajar – literally “dawn”; refers to first of five daily prayers observed by Muslims 
—   harīsa – a spicy red paste made of chili peppers that is widely used in North Africa 

and is frequently eaten in Libya on tuna sandwiches or with eggs. 
—   ghā’ib – refers to being “absent.”  
—   ijtihād – an Islamic principle that individuals may interpret the meaning of the 

Qur’an  
—   ikhtifa – means “disappearance” and is used by some families to refer to what 

happened to their relatives  
—   ikhwān – “brotherhood”; the term is frequently used to refer to the Muslim 

Brotherhood or the membership of groups that organize under the rubric of Islam 
—   imām/a’mā (p.) – a local religious leader who regularly leads collective prayers but 

does not necessarily have extensive scholarly training in Islamic theology. 
—   ‘ishā’ – the last of five daily prayers observed by Muslims that occurs in the evening 
—   jamāhīriyya – concept developed by Gaddafi to refer to his principle of state 

governance that incorporates the participation of general people. 
—   khīma – a tent awning; the awning is often erected in the case of funerals (and, in 

the past, weddings) to enclose alleyways for the gathering of family guests.  
—   kutīb al-‘āīla – a booklet, akin to a passport, issued by the Libyan state. The booklet 

provided information about members of a family and was often required to obtain 
official documents, such as legal documents pertaining to home ownership or birth 
or death certificates. 

—   madhbaḥa – “massacre” or “slaughter”; this is the term most commonly used by 
families to refer to the killings at Abū Salīm Prison. 

—   mafqūd/mafqūdīn (p.) – means “missing” and is a common way that families refer 
to disappeared relatives in Libya. 
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—   majzara – “massacre” or “slaughter”; this is a term that is used by families but is 
less commonly circulated compared to madhbaḥa. 

—   makhtūf – means “disappeared” (personifies the notion of disappearance or ikhtifa) 
—   marbū‘a – a sitting room at the forefront of the home to which guests are invited 

for conversations and gatherings. 
—   maṣīra – “fate” or “destiny” 
—   masjid/masājid (p.) – refers to a place of worship for Muslims (commonly called a 

mosque) 
—   mūẓāharāt – “demonstrations” or, commonly, “protests”  
—   qabīla/qabā’il (p.) – refers to tribes or extended kin-based groups  
—   Qur’an – holy book that Muslims regard as a guide to their everyday lives.  
—   Ramaḍān – a month in the Islamic calendar in which Muslims are expected to 

engage in worship and are mandated to fast, which includes abstaining from food, 
water, and sexual contact, from dawn until dusk. 

—   ṣalāt al-jam‘a– literally “collective prayer”; more often refers to collective prayers 
conducted at the masjid, especially on Friday afternoons, but can also refer to 
prayers at home when two or more people pray together. 

—   sanūsī – refers to the family lineage of the religious movement that began in the 
eastern region of contemporary Libya; Muḥammad Idrīs ibn Muḥammad Al-Maḥdī 
Al-Sanūsī became the first postcolonial leader and monarch of an independent 
Libya. 

—   shahīd/shuhadā’(p.) – refers to “martyr” and traces its origin to the Arabic root 
meaning “witness.” 

—   sharī‘a – law based on Islamic jurisprudence, of which there are several schools of 
thought. 

—   shaykh/shayūkh (p.) – religious leaders who may have formally been trained in 
Islamic theology and jurisprudence and who serve local communities. 

—   sunna – refers to rigorously documented practices of the Prophet Muḥammad that 
Muslims are expected to emulate alongside the precepts of the Qur’an. 

—   ‘ulama’ (p.) – religious leaders and scholars who have formally been trained in 
Islamic theology and jurisprudence. 

—   umma – refers to the broader Muslim community at the international level. 
—   usra – refers to the nuclear family. 
—   waqfah/waqfāt (p.) – “stance”; this is the vocabulary that many family members 

use to describe their collective demonstrations 
—   zumīṭa – a simple, old staple Libyan dish composed of a mixture of barley or wheat, 

olive oil, and water. 
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