
 
 
 
Opinion: Media Responsibility and Civil Society in Libya 

 

 

 

Let’s play a game.  Google Libya and select “News.” I’m going to go out on a limb here and predict 
what you’ll find: a handful of articles on Libya’s ability to conduct Saif Gaddafi’s trial, several financial 
reports on oil production, “war destruction’ aplenty…you might even find the HRW report 
condemning NATO for 72 civilian deaths during the February 17 Revolution. If lucky, you just might 
run across a few articles on the Benghazi elections and their symbolic value for the future of Libyan 
democracy.  All of these stories are certainly worthy of, and necessitate, coverage.  However, I want 
to reconfigure the game.  Go to Twitter, and search the hashtag “Libya.” Welcome to a vastly 
different image of the country’s future, including—Libyan opinions. 

 

I’ll go ahead and state the obvious: let’s be honest—most Libyans are not on Twitter.  I’m not 
arguing that a survey of Libyans on Twitter is representative of general political sentiment—but I 
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wonder, can anyone argue that it’s a worse place to start than, say, Seumas Milne? See, for 
example, Milne’s recent piece for the Guardian, entitled, ““If there were global justice, Nato would be 
in the dock over Libya: Liberia’s Charles Taylor has been convicted of war crimes, so why not the 
western leaders who escalated Libya’s killing?” Milne tells us that NATO and Qatar share the same 

 

“indirect culpability that led to the conviction last month of Charles Taylor, the former president of 
Liberia, in the UN-backed special court for Sierra Leone in The Hague. Taylor, now awaiting 
sentence and expected to be jailed in Britain, was found guilty of “aiding and abetting” war crimes 
and crimes against humanity during Sierra Leone’s civil war in the 1990s. But he was cleared of 
directly ordering atrocities carried out by Sierra Leonean rebels….Which pretty well describes the 
role played by Nato in Libya last year. International lawyers say legal culpability would depend on 
the degree of assistance and knowledge of war crimes for which Nato provided cover, even if the 
political and moral responsibility could not be clearer.” 

 

Although I would love to dissect Milne’s analysis in full, suffice it to say that had the author perhaps 
done some fact-checking (perhaps even asked a few Libyans), he might have uncovered a very 
uncomfortable turn of history—Gaddafi (yes, that same Gaddafi) financed Charles Taylor’s war 
crimes. I agree that the ICC has a horribly slanted record of ignoring “First World” war crimes—and I 
know that this logic isn’t easy to swallow.  But, if we’re going for the culpability argument Milne 
himself lays out, we should try Charles Taylor, NATO, and Gaddafi all with crimes against humanity. 
The problem, however, is that this doesn’t fit neatly into dogmatic, anti-imperialist ideology. 

 

Why does this matter? Problematic journalistic accounts like this one derive in no small part from the 
closed nature of Libyan political culture prior to the February 17 Uprising.  Back then, one actually 
had to care about the country, and be invested in researching its history.  Now? Well, it’s quite a 
different story.  I deeply distrust NATO, I’m not a fan of interventionism, and I will not pretend that 
Western nations “helped” Libya out of sheer humanitarian, altruistic motivation.  However: welcome 
to the uncomfortable, nuanced reality of international politics, instead of the safe retreat of ideology. 

 

So how is Milne’s “Libya-is-Afghanistan-is-Iraq” article relevant to the online Q& A presented today 
by the National Front for the Salvation of Libya? One function of international media should be to 
break through ideological haze.  Instead of condemning post-Gaddafi Libya to a chaotic land of 
lawlessness (not even a year after the Declaration of Liberation), media actors have a responsibility 
to evaluate claims made by those running for office—such as candidates from the National Front for 
the Salvation of Libya. 

 

In May 2012, this long-outlawed opposition group officially launched a legal political party in the city 
of Benghazi, after decades of opposition in exile.  In another historic first, the NFSL today held a live 
Q & A session on Twitter, inviting any and all questions.  The hour-and-a-half open forum was 
conducted in both English and Arabic, with the NFSL party represented by Dr. Mohamed 
Almagariaf.  The National Front faces many obstacles in the lead-up to the Libyan national elections 
(as do many parties)—none the least of which are concerns expressed by those within and outside 
Libya about the legitimacy of a political party’s ability to represent citizens of a country outside which 
its members have resided for many years (several Twitter users, in face, asked the NFSL to address 



these concerns in the session held today). To its credit, the National Front for the Salvation of Libya 
has one of the longest track records among Libyan opposition parties in firmly opposing Gaddafi’s 
authoritarian system; members abroad faced assassination attempts, and imprisonment, as did 
affiliates inside the country. 

 

Dr. Almagariaf opened by stating his plans for future interactive Twitter discussions, a brief 
statement of the challenges facing the country, and his interpretation of the recent Benghazi 
elections as an optimistic sign for the future of Libyan democracy.  Rather than sycophantic party 
followers, a variety of Libyans posed tough questions—to which he responded, for the most part, 
frankly and directly.  Users covered concerns from Libyan exiles returning to the political scene, 
freedom of the press, collaboration with the Muslim Brotherhood, the thorny issue of federalism, 
reconciliation, militia integration and many other pressing concerns (search the hashtag #askNFSL 
for a full review of the topics covered). 

 

One exchange in particular, concerning transparency of campaign finances, marks a positive step 
for Libyan political discourse—an outright challenge to political candidates.  Twitter user 
@libyanproud asked about the party’s funding strategy, and Almagariaf responded that a ten-dinar 
annual fee is required by the NFSL on the part of its members. Many pressed him on this point, 
raising the question of obligatory revelations of funding sources.  User @Grawleen challenged, “I 
guarantee you Party Membership fees are NOT enough for Pol Party activities. Money must come 
from somewhere else?! Be honest.” In response, Almagariaf conceded that fees will not prove 
adequate, but stressed that the NFSL will “never rely on outside sources for party funding.” It is the 
job of responsible journalists to test claims such as these in the future—but in order to do so, the 
media must remain invested in discussion. 

 

Such exchanges present precisely the need for vibrant and widespread coverage of the Libyan 
political scene.  The NFSL discussion today on Twitter is a great step for accountability as Libyan 
political culture and civil society grows—and demands follow-up by bloggers and journalists.  Is this 
use of Twitter as a debate platform in Libyan politics as newsworthy, for example, as clashes in 
Southern Libya, or the reported NATO death toll?  The NFSL’s showing today (as well as Libyan 
campaigns on Twitter more generally) index the positive growth of civil society engagement in post-
Gaddafi Libya.  Initiatives such as the Libya Elect campaign to raise awareness about electoral 
procedure, Clean Up Tripoli and Lawyers for Justice in Libya (among many others) testify to the 
strides that Libyans are making towards a more open society. 

 

Yes, the new Libya faces many challenges in the months and years to come. Yes, an in-depth 
accounting of NATO civilian casualty count would bolster governmental credibility.  Similarly, yes—
there is still a need to investigate claims of Gaddafi’s use of mercenaries—as well as human rights 
violations committed by participants in the revolution.  It is most certainly not the job of international 
media to serve as public relations representatives for Libya. However, without full coverage of efforts 
to organize, political debates, and grass-roots initiatives undertaken by Libyans themselves—
journalists risk presenting  a skewed view of the post-Gaddafi era and worse—condemning this new 
nation to the information-black-hole of the past, before its first national elections, and well before the 
first year anniversary of its Liberation Declaration. 
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