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CHAPTER ONE  

GEOPOLITICS, MONARCHY, AND HISTORY 

 
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine demonstrates that a new era of Eurasian 
geopolitics has begun.  We have transitioned from an interwar era, 
characterised by relatively stable international order, limited direct military 
challenges, and great power manoeuvring, to a prewar era, characterised by 
open political-military competition, intensifying ideological rivalry, and 
explicit alliance formation in expectation of a future conflict.1 

Geopolitics remains wholly Eurasian, as it has been since at least the world 
wars.2  The stakes of competition are for control of the world’s largest 
landmass, home to two thirds of the human population3, over 60 percent of 
global GDP4, and natural resources. 

However, given the intense militarisation of European affairs and China’s 
massive economy and assertiveness, it is tempting to discount the Greater 
Middle East, considering the region only relevant for its energy flows.  
Naturally, petrochemicals do give the region relevance, but even a basic 
historical understanding of geopolitical rivalry suggests otherwise.  The 
Greater Middle East is the lynchpin between Europe and Asia.  Even before 
the British created the Suez Canal, the Middle East’s maritime littorals were 

 
1 Colin S Gray, War, Peace and International Relations: An Introduction to 

Strategic History (London: Routledge, 2007), 219-224. 
2 Zbigniew Brzezinski, “A Geostrategy for Eurasia”, Foreign Affairs 

(September/October 1997), 50-54. 
3 Data from “Continent and Regional Populations 2022”, World Population 

Review, accessed via: https://worldpopulationreview.com/continents. 
4 Data from “World Economic Outlook”, International Monetary Fund, 

accessed via: 
https://www.imf.org/external/datamapper/NGDPD@WEO/OEMDC/ADVE
C/WEOWORLD. 
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the beating heart of a truly hemispheric economy.5 

In turn, the North African coastline is particularly relevant for Eurasian 
competition.  The eastern and central Mediterranean form the maritime 
highway to Europe.  Even marginal instability in this region has severe 
implications6 for European political, economic, and security interests, 
particularly considering the persistence of populism throughout the EU.7  
Thus, great powers with a clear interest in controlling European policy will 
seek to penetrate the North African coastline. 

Libya is the heart of North Africa.  Moreover, it is vulnerable.  It has emerged 
from two civil wars in a decade, both of which were defined by violence 
against civilians, social breakdown, the growth of Islamist radicalism8, and 
great power intervention.9  As it stands, Libya’s internal factions cannot agree 
on a durable political framework, or even a solid election timetable.10  The 
longer Libya remains in political stasis, the more likely it is that violent 
domestic actors, likely prompted by predatory great powers, will stoke 

 
5 Richard T Rapp, “The Unmaking of the Mediterranean Trade Hegemony: 

International Trade Rivalry and the Commercial Revolution”, The Journal 
of Economic History, 35:3 (September 1975),  501-504. 

6 Krishnadev Calamur, “The Economic Impact of the European Refugee 
Crisis”, The Atlantic, 5 November 2015, accessed via: 
https://www.theatlantic.com/international/archive/2015/11/economic-
impact-european-refugee-crisis/414364/.  The European powers are clearly 
apprehensive about renewed refugee and migrant waves from North Africa 
and the Middle East that social breakdown would trigger.  Daniel Howden, 
Apostolis Fotiadis, and Zach Campbell, “Revealed: the great European 
refugee scandal”, The Guardian, 12 March 2020, accessed via: 
https://www.theguardian.com/world/2020/mar/12/revealed-the-great-
european-refugee-scandal. 

7 Martin A Schain, “Shifting Tides: Radical-Right Populism and Immigration 
Policy in Europe and the United States”.  Migration Policy Institute (August 
2018), 14-17. 

8 Azeem Ibrahim, “Rise and Fall?  The Rise and Fall of ISIS in Libya”.  
Strategic Studies Institute (August 2020), 45-48. 

9 Jalel Harchau, “The Pendulum: How Russia Sways its Way to more 
Influence in Libya”, War on the Rocks, 7 January 2021, accessed via: 
https://warontherocks.com/2021/01/the-pendulum-how-russia-sways-its-
way-to-more-influence-in-libya/. 

10 Omar Hammady, “What Went Wrong with Libya’s Failed Elections”, 
Foreign Policy, 18 February 2022, accessed via: 
https://foreignpolicy.com/2022/02/18/libya-elections-2021-postponed/. 
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tensions and trigger another civil war.  Considering the disastrous end to the 
West’s presence in Afghanistan, there appears to be no appetite for either 
serious intellectual thought about or durable political engagement within 
Libya to reconstruct it and preclude another severe civil war. 

Resolving the Libya question requires understanding its historical position.  
Understanding Libya’s historical position, in turn, demands engaging with its 
monarchical past.  There is no Libya without the House of Senussi, the Sufi 
order that transformed Libya in the 19th century, fought for Libyan freedom 
against Italian predation, and brought into existence the first Libyan state.  
Colonel Gaddhafi consummated his coup by destroying Libyan history, 
marginalising the Senussi, and attempting to eliminate their role in Libyan 
political consciousness.  Without serious consideration of Libya’s 
monarchical history, no external or internal actor can seriously hope to ensure 
the country survives.  Moreover, monarchy is inextricable with sovereignty – 
that is, with external affairs.  The Senussi were instrumental in the 
consolidation of Libya primarily because of their historical moment: they were 
critical actors during an era of intense geopolitical competition, and Libya’s 
emergence as an independent state would have been impossible without their 
social diligence, political acumen, and military spirit. 

This study will proceed in three parts.  It will first describe the origins and 
growth of the Senussi, demonstrating their crucial role in creating a coherent 
Libyan civil unit.  It will then examine the geopolitical and political 
developments of the early to mid 20th century, emphasising the Senussi’s role 
in manoeuvring between competing great and regional powers to ensure the 
emergence of a Libyan state.  Finally, it will contextualise the Libyan 
monarchy’s collapse within the framing of Arab Nationalism, linking the 
tragedy of Gaddhafi’s coup to the overwhelming intellectual power of pan-
Arabism. 

However, before turning to the explicitly historical aspects of Libyan 
development and the Libyan monarchy, it is worth locating the Libyan 
monarchy in the Islamic intellectual tradition. 
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Intellectual Thought and Monarchy – the Legitimacy of Islamic Philosophy: 

Libya is, at risk of stating the obvious, is an overwhelmingly Islamic country.  
As of 2020, between 90 and 95 percent of Libyans were Sunni Muslim, and 
4.5-6 percent Ibadi Muslims.11  Islam reached Libya in the 7th century when 
the Rashidun and then Umayyad Caliphates conquered Egypt and then the 
rest of North Africa.12  From this point, Libya became a semi-autonomous 
satellite of various Islamic political units, with power exercised from a 
handful of coastal cities.  Libyan stability was contingent upon the central 
authority’s power.  Once Ottoman decline began, the situation deteriorated 
rapidly: Tripoli, the centre of Ottoman power in Libya, experienced multiple 
coups, and the geographic area degenerated into functional anarchy.13 

Libya’s Islamic character does not indicate that liberal democracy cannot take 
root in the country.  It does, however, mean that a distinct philosophical 
tradition from the body of Western thought may provide us with insights 
into Libya’s development and character.  Moreover, it is not that Western 
political thought in toto has failed to provide North Africa and the Middle 
East with a durable intellectual-political framework.  Rather, a unique 
confluence of early 19th century Kantian-influenced liberalism, central 
European technocratic progressivism, early 20th century anti-religious 
nationalism, and mid 20th century secularism combined to generate wholly 
unsuited political frameworks to the region. 

However, the Western philosophical tradition can be useful only if we may 
divest it of its liberal connotations.  Machiavelli and Montesquieu, for 
example, both recognise the relevance of culture, context, and history in 
shaping the political regime.14  But the circumstances of the 19th and 20th 

 
11 “2020 Report on International Religious Freedom: Libya”, Office of 

International Religious Freedom, US Department of State, 12 May 2020, 
accessed via: https://www.state.gov/reports/2020-report-on-international-
religious-freedom/libya/. 

12 Michael Brett, “The Arab Conquest and the Rise of Islam in North Africa”.  
In JD Fage (ed), The Cambridge History of Africa, Volume 2: from c. 500 
BC to AD 1050 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1978), 507-513. 

13 Lisa Anderson, “Nineteenth-Century Reform in Ottoman Libya”, 
International Journal of Middle East Studies, 16 (1984), 326-327. 

14 Machiavelli, The Prince, Harvey Mansfield (trans), 2nd ed (London: 
University of Chicago Press, 1998), III, 9; Montesquieu, Complete Works, 
vol. 1 The Spirit of Laws (London: T. Evans, 1748), XVII:IV. 
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century transmuted early modern European thought into a bizarre, 
caricatured example of intellectual imperialism.  To begin to consider 
European-derived concepts of state in the Islamic context in general, and the 
Libyan context in particular, we must turn to the richness of Islamic 
philosophy first, and use it to adjust our viewpoint. 

Islamic political philosophy was, ironically, distinctly Greek in character.15  It 
was Islamic thinkers who preserved the Platonist and Aristotelian corpuses 
to their greatest extent.  Equally crucial was the Islamic world’s theological-
political concept, distinct from that of the West.  Islam, unlike Christianity, 
and like Judaism, is a purely monotheistic faith.  It does not separate religious 
and political authority, as Christianity did, particularly in the Latin West, as 
messy as that division may have been.16  Both Latin and Islamic philosophy, 
like Jewish philosophy, stem from Greek routes.  But the Islamic – and 
Jewish – worlds had greater access to the political aspects of the Aristotelian 
corpus: while Aquinas relied upon the Ethics and Metaphysics, al-Farabi and 
Averroes turned to the Politics and to Plato’s Republic, and perhaps to its 
Laws.17  This created a unique, distinct philosophical tradition steeped in 
Islamic political history and social life. 

Amongst Islamic thinkers, Ibn Khaldun occupies a curious position.  He was 
received in the West as a historian and philosopher of history.18  But 
Khaldun’s subject manner, that of the evolution of human society, places him 
within the tradition of political philosophy, albeit through the lens of philosophy 
of history.19 

Khaldun self-consciously located himself within the Greek philosophical 
tradition.  In this, he takes an invaluable first step towards dispelling the self-

 
15 Ralph Lerner and Muhsin Mahdi, “Introduction”.  In Lerner and Mahdi with 

Ernest L Fortin (eds), Medieval Political Philosophy: A Sourcebook (New 
York: The Free Press, 1963), 13. 

16 See Uta-Renate Blumenthal, The Investiture Controversy: Church and 
Monarch from the Ninth to the Twelfth Century (University of Pennsylvania 
Press, 1988), 106-134. 

17 Ralph Lerner, “Introduction”.  In Lerner (trans), Averroes on Plato’s 
Republic (London: Cornell University Press, 1974), xiv. 

18 Muhsin Mahdi, Ibn Khaldun’s Philosophy of History: A Study in the 
Philosophic Foundation of the Science of Culture (London: Routledge, 1957 
2015) 8. 

19 Ibid., 171-173. 
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contradictory mythology of modern political philosophy.  From Hobbes 
onwards, the social contract tradition implies that society is unnatural, 
constructed against man’s natural freedom,20 whether for good in Hobbes’ 
or Locke’s view, or for ill in Rousseau’s.  Khaldun, like his Islamic and Greek 
predecessors, stands against this.  He views socialisation as natural, an 
indelible trait that separates man from beast.  In turn, the highest end of 
human life is to live politically, in a community unified by shared purpose, 
under shared laws, with shared divinities.  Of course, the Islamic tradition’s 
only legitimate divinity is that of a Muslim God, at least publicly – al-Farabi 
and Khaldun qualify their Islamic emphases, much like Plato’s Socrates 
admits there may be a non-Greek philosopher king in the Republic.21 

However, the Islamic tradition’s critical break with the Greek view is not its 
Quranic emphasis, but its shift of the locus of virtue.  For Plato and Aristotle, 
the highest expression of virtue was the well-ordered, unified polis, the city-
state.22  Beyond this small unit, the Greeks were sceptical as to whether a 
society could be coherent.  In part, this stems from natural cultural 
chauvinism.  The Athenian environment from which Socratic philosophy 
sprang had fought Persia for decades, and Persia was history’s first truly 
cosmopolitan empire.23  However, this also stems from Greek temporality: 

 
20 Given the texts in question, this is a mistake: Hobbes clearly views society 

as, if not natural, at least inevitable. Locke and Rousseau do the same.  The 
social contract tradition is retroactively modified to fit the preferences of 
19th century political thought, and in turn, it is made an “invented” 
hypothetical to bracket questions of sociability. See Thomas Hobbes, 
Leviathan: with Selected Variants from the Latin Edition of 1668, Edwin 
Curley (ed) (Cambridge: Hackett, 1994) Chapter 10, 55, Chapter 11, 77.  
This interpretive mistake continued throughout the 20th century.  See CB 
MacPherson, The Political Theory of Possessive Individualism, Hobbes to 
Locke (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1962), 84; Michael P Greeson, 
“Hobbes, Locke and the State of Nature Theories: A Reassessment”, 
Episteme, 5 (May 1994), 4. 

21 Compare Fauzi M Najjar, “Al Farabi: The Political Regime", in Lerner and 
Mahdi, Medieval Political Philosophy, 41; Ibn Khaldun, The Muqaddimah, 
Franz Rosenthal (trans) 1:1; and Plato, Republic, Allan Bloom (trans) (Basic 
Books: New York, 1968 1991), 499c-d. 

22 Aristotle, Politics, Carnes Lord (trans), 2nd ed (London: Unviersity of 
Chicago Press, 2013), 1252a-b.  Compare Plato, Republic, 473d-e, which is 
nearly at the exact centre of the text. 

23 Donald Kagan, On the Origins of War and the Preservation of Peace 
(London: Doubleday 1995), 28-32. 
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Socrates, Plato, and Aristotle could not imagine the unifying impulse that 
Abrahamic faith would exert on polities and nations with vastly different 
historical experiences. 

The Islamic tradition, emerging in a post-Abrahamic environment, 
recognises that a legitimate political order can extend beyond the city-state.24  
While the Arab-Islamic version of the polis may be the origin of good society, 
larger units may be virtuous, namely the nation and the Ummah, the 
community of Islamic believers.25 

Ibn Khaldun’s greatest philosophical contribution is his marriage of Greek 
teleology with historical empiricism.26  He develops a universal theory of 
history that redefines natural sociability as asabiyyah, the social impulse 
humans feel for close family members.27  In Khaldun’s view, society stems 
from the family, expanding to progressively larger groups for self-defence, 
initially against animals, and in time, against other social units.  The difficulty 
is translating asabiyyah into durable social fabric.28  Love for kin is intuitive, 
love for others is not.  Initially, a gerontocracy develops: much as children 
obey their parents, the young obey the old.  However, hierarchical structures 
are increasingly non-intuitive absent clear kinship lines.  The initial solution 
is the development of clan or tribal myth, likely followed by the creation of 
localised divinities.  Over time, social labour is divided between priestly, 
political, and economic groups.  But this organisation remains inefficient.  
These different social groups compete for power, and none can claim 
undivided authority. 

For Khaldun, the monarch resolves these contradictions.  He brings 
organisation, hierarchy, and coherence to an otherwise unstable political unit, 
ensuring that it can compete with other political groups.29  From this, the 
political unit is solidified, and over time the monarch institutionalises his 
power, replacing asabiyyah with a coherent series of social myths that ensure 
long-term stability. 

 
24 “Al Farabi: The Political Regime”, 32. 
25 Ibid. 
26 Khaldun, Muqqadimah, 1:1; Mahdi, Khaldun’s Philosophy, 172. 
27 Ibid., 2:1-7. 
28 Ibid., 2:8. 
29 Ibid., 1:1, 2:10-12. 
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Khaldun’s context makes him uniquely relevant to the Libyan situation.  Not 
only was he Muslim.  His primary object of inquiry were Bedouin Arabian 
tribes, nomadic and pre-social in their lifestyle.30  Khaldun’s work traces the 
evolution of nomadic society into organised, settled imperial society.  By 
implication, Khaldun tacitly discusses Mohammed’s role in the Islamic 
community.  The Muslim prophet-legislator, in the Islamic tradition, brought 
the law down from God, dispensed it to a generally disorganised people, and 
through his military, political, and religious position forged a nation capable 
of toppling a major empire, and then conquering North Africa and nearly 
Europe. 

But as we shall see below, pre-Senussi Libya strongly resembles the situation 
that Khaldun discussed.  In brief, it was politically disorganised, strategically 
vulnerable, and religiously backward, with Islamic practice having 
degenerated as central authority collapsed.  Using Khaldun as a heuristic, we 
may now explore the transformational role the Senussi played in Libyan 
political development. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
30 Mahdi, Khaldun’s Philosophy, 39-42. 
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CHAPTER TWO  

THE ORIGINS AND GROWTH OF THE SENUSSI 

 
Understanding the Senussi’s role in Libyan history requires, first, 
understanding them.  Indeed, the Senussi’s transition from a religious order 
spread throughout North Africa into a political power must be explained.  
The Senussi were not conquering kings.  Nor were they focused on political 
control.  Rather, they had a social mission, driven by their syncretic religious 
worldview. 

This section therefore has three objectives. 

First, it will outline the origins of the Senussi order.  The Senussi were 
reacting to the same social, religious, and political realities as other Islamic 
reform movements.  However, they should be understood in contradistinction 
to the Wahhabi movement and related Islamic revivalist movements.  The 
Senussi and Wahhabism both reacted to the decline of Islamic religious 
practice, the progressive weakening of Ottoman political power, the slow but 
accelerating dominance of Western military power, and the general feeling of 
malaise in the Islamic world.  However, the Senussi took the inverse route to 
Wahhabism.  Their ultra-conservative counterparts sought a return to the 
social and political conditions of the early Islamic caliphate.  By contrast, the 
Senussi emphasised a social mission of spiritual improvement and the 
restoration of legally recognisable religious practice.  The Senussi had no plan 
to rule a unified state or become tribal leaders.  Rather the objective was to 
treat the obvious spiritual and social malaise that had weakened the Islamic 
world. 

Second, it will explain why the Senussi identified Libya as a particularly 
suitable region for their social mission.  The Senussi order’s founder, 
Mohammed ibn Ali el-Senussi, travelled from his native Algeria throughout 
North Africa, and then spent time in the Hejaz, experiencing a diverse 
intellectual environment.  This experience allowed Mohammed el-Senussi to 
identify the above-stated political and social indicators of malaise throughout 
the Islamic world.  His Senussi order founded monasteries throughout North 
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Africa.  However, from the beginning Libya was identified as a crucial 
location.  Its Bedouin tribesmen were far from Ottoman power, disorganised, 
and under threat of Western absorption.  More crucially, Islamic practice was 
disorganised, and Bedouin social structures were incapable of supporting a 
coherent political unit without transformation.  The Libyan Bedouin were 
most in need of support, hence the Senussi identification of Libya as the 
cradle of the order. 

Third, it will describe the Senussi’s increasingly active political role in Libya, 
explaining their policy of regional neutrality in the context of escalating 
geopolitical competition.  Mohammed al-Mahdi el-Senussi, Mohammed el-
Senussi’s successor, was acutely aware of the Mediterranean’s shifting 
political dynamics.  European competition was intensifying, and Libya was a 
particularly attractive target, considering its coastal location, road network, 
and lack of centralised authority.  The Senussi’s social mission was conducted 
with an eye towards political survival: Western imperialism was likely to be 
brutal in Libya, meaning a defensible political unit was necessary.  However, 
Mohammed al-Mahdi made the choice to remain neutral in regional political 
competition, engaging only in a limited capacity with the Ottomans, and 
refraining from intervening in the Mahdist War.  This gave the Senussi 
political credibility, allowing them to expand their support into central Africa. 

The Origins of the Senussi Order: 

Understanding the Senussi requires, first, grasping geopolitical and social 
developments throughout the Islamic world, and second, the life of the 
Senussi order’s founder, Mohammed ibn Ali el-Senussi.31 

Mohammed ibn Ali was born in 1787 in Ottoman Algeria, in al-Wasita near 
the port city of Mostaganem.  He entered the world as the cracks within the 
Ottoman Empire had begun to show.  From the 16th to the early 18th 
centuries, the Ottomans had been able to sustain effectively continuous wars 

 
31 Given similarities in name and different naming conventions, I will refer to 

the first three Senussi leaders as follows: Mohammed ibn Ali, Mohammed 
al-Mahdi, Ahmed Sharif.  Prior to his enthronement, Idris of Libya will be 
referred to as “Idris”, rather than King Idris or Idris el-Senussi, to avoid 
confusion. 
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on three fronts, requiring radically different military formations.32  The 
popular focus of Ottoman conflict – the Ottoman-Habsburg confrontations 
in the Balkans from the 15th to 18th centuries – was strategically the least 
crucial theatre.33  The Ottomans also fought various Persian challengers for 
control of Mesopotamia, and the Portuguese for dominance in the Indian 
Ocean.34  Structural factors, however, began to hollow out Ottoman power.  
Although Mediterranean trade remained a relevant part of the global 
economy, European expansion into the New World had begun to undermine 
the Levantine Basin and Black Sea’s economic relevance.35  This, combined 
with inflationary pressures and domestic reorganisation, hollowed out the 
Ottoman treasury and logistics system.  By the mid 18th century, it had 
become unsustainable to field the large land armies needed for Balkan 
campaigning.36  Major naval reversals, the greatest being Lepanto in 1571, 
undermined Ottoman naval power.37 

 
32 The Ottoman military grew commensurately.  Gabor Agoston, “Firearms 

and Military Adaptation: The Ottomans and the European Military 
Revolution, 1450-1800”, Journal of World History, 25:1 (March 2014), 112-
116. 

33 A Wess Mitchell, The Grand Strategy of the Habsburg Empire (Princeton: 
Princeton University Press, 2018), 122-127. 

34 John F Guilmartin Jr, “Ideology and Conflict: The Wars of the Ottoman 
Empire, 1453-1606”, The Journal of Interdisciplinary History, 18:4 (Spring 
1988), 737-738. 

35 This is not to imply the Mediterranean was displaced completely.  See 
Richard T Rapp, “The Unmaking of Mediterranean Trade Hegemony: 
International Trade Rivalry and the Commercial Revolution”. The Journal 
of Economic History, 35:3 (September 1975), 501-505; 521-525. 

36 The 1683 Vienna Campaign involved around 180,000 soldiers, while older 
sources put the number at 300,000.  By the 18th century, the Balkans were 
not productive enough to provide suitable raiding grounds for these massive 
armies, while the Ottoman state increasingly struggled to supply them.  See 
Alan Palmer, The Decline and Fall of the Ottoman Empire (New York: 
Barnes and Noble Books, 1994), 8-13.  See also, on economic conditions in 
the Balkans, Traian Stoianovich, “Factors in the Decline of Ottoman Society 
in the Balkans”, Slavic Review, 21:4 (December 1962), 627-628; and on the 
Ottoman economic crisis, Nilgun Serim, “The Causes of the Financial Crisis 
That Began in the 16th Century and Continued until the Tanzimat Era in the 
Ottoman Empire”, Yönetim Bilimleri Dergisi (Journal of Management 
Sciences), 10:12 (2012), 182-183ff. 

37 Frederic C Lane, Venice: A Maritime Republic (Baltimore: Johns Hopkins, 
1973), 370-372. 
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In 1774, slightly over a decade before Mohammed ibn Ali’s birth, the 
Ottomans experienced their final and most significant reversal.  Over a six 
year war, Russia eviscerated the Ottoman Navy and conquered a significant 
amount of territory.38  Although the European powers objected to complete 
annexation and mitigated Russian gains, Russia annexed crucial locations in 
modern-day Ukraine and gained the allegiance of the Crimean Khanate, 
which Russia then annexed in 1783.39  This gave Russia control of Black Sea 
shipping and jeopardised the Ottomans’ ability to control Balkan vassals on 
the western Black Sea. 

Ottoman control of North Africa declined commensurately with the Sublime 
Porte’s military reversals against the Habsburgs and Russia, and its inability 
to ensure domestic stability.  Ottoman Algeria, along with neighbouring 
Ottoman Tripolitania, were nominally under the Sultan’s authority, but in 
reality were increasingly autonomous.40  Central authority diminished in both 
areas.  The Algerian and Libyan coastlines had long been bases for the 
Ottoman fleet and their affiliates.  The notorious Barbary Corsairs had 
terrorised Christian shipping for centuries, enslaving over two million people 
between the late 16th and late 18th centuries, and presenting the European 
powers, and later the United States41, with a significant strategic problem.  As 
central authority declined, those with the greatest force took power where 
they could. 

In Mohammed ibn Ali’s Algeria, this had been the local janissary contingents 
and corsairs.42  Apart from Mohammed V, who ruled from 1766 until 1791, 

 
38 MS Anderson, “Great Britain and the Russo-Turkish War of 1768-74”, The 

English Historical Review, 69:120 (January 1954), 48. 
39 MS Anderson, “The Great Powers and the Russian Annexation of Crimea, 

1783-4”, The Slavonic and East European Review, 37:88 (December 1958), 
17-19. 

40 Khaled Fatimy, “The Era of Muhammad ‘Ali Pasha, 1805-1848”.  In MW 
Daly (ed), The Cambridge History of Egypt, Volume Two: Modern Egypt 
from 1517 to the End of the Twentieth Century (Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press, 1998), 140-150. 

41 Spencer Tucker, Stephen Decatur: A Life Most Bold and Daring (Annapolis: 
Naval Institute Press, 2005), 25-38ff. 

42 Nehemia Levitzion, “North-West Africa: from the Mahgrib to the fringes of 
the forest”.  In Richard Gray (ed), The Cambridge History of Africa, Volume 
4: from c 1600 to c 1790 (Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, 1975), 
145-150; Douglas Johnson, “The Mahgrib”.  In John E Flint (ed), The 



THE SENUSSI DYNASTY: THE FAMILY THAT MADE LIBYA 

13 

nearly every regional ruler was killed or died within two to five years of taking 
power.  Mohammed V, meanwhile, established functional autonomy, waging 
war with Spain, Denmark, and the United States in tacit alliance with 
Tripoli.43  When Mohammed ibn Ali was ten, Mohammed V’s successor, Sidi 
Hassan, died.  His successor, Mustapha, was assassinated in 1805 by 
janissaries, sparking a cycle of instability that continued until the 1818 
election of Hussein Dey as ruler.  The country vacillated between anarchy 
and authoritarian brutality, and once again, was wracked by political 
assassinations.  Moreover, when Mohammed ibn Ali was 11, Napoleon’s 
army destroyed the seemingly powerful Egyptian military, killing or 
wounding 10,000 and losing fewer than 300 men.44  Not only was the Islamic 
world fractured and unstable – it was also under threat from the dynamic 
European states, clearly of far greater power. 

Thus, Mohammed ibn Ali gained his political and religious consciousness in 
a time of Islamic spiritual and political decay defined by imperial division and 
the accelerating dissolution of Ottoman authority. 

Naturally, Mohammed ibn Ali was not the only Muslim religious intellectual 
or political figure to grasp the implications of Ottoman decline and attempt 
to address it through religious revival.  Indeed, the Senussi movement 
emerged in the same conditions as Wahhabism, the ultra-conservative form 
of Islamic revivalism that dominates Islamic practice in the Arabian Peninsula 
to this day.45  Mohammed ibn Ali almost certainly had contact with followers 
of Mohammed Abd al-Wahhab, although not with the thinker himself, 
considering his death in 1793.  However, a review of Mohammed ibn Ali’s 
intellectual development and travels demonstrate the gulf between the 
Senussi’s form of religious revivalism, centred upon the restitution of 
traditional religious practice and the reconstruction of civil society. 

Mohammed ibn Ali’s life exposed him to the full scale of political 

 
Cambridge History of Africa, Volume 6: from c 1790 to c 1870 (Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press, 1976), 99-101. 

43 Kola Folayan, “Tripoli and the War with the U.S.A., 1801-5”, The Journal 
of African History, 13:2 (1972), 261-263. 

44 Michael Barthorp, Napoleon’s Egyptian Campaigns 1798-1801 (London: 
Osprey 1978), 26-27. 
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fragmentation throughout the Ottoman Empire.  He travelled from his native 
Algeria to Fez, Morocco, and then through Tunisia and Libya to the Levant 
and Hejaz, spending years in major Islamic centres of learning. 

It is unsurprising that Sufism became such a significant influence upon 
Mohammed ibn Ali’s religious practice.  18th and 19th century Moroccan 
Islam had a distinct Sufi inflection, and Mohammed ibn Ali’s first point of 
travel was Fez, considering its status as a spiritual and intellectual hub in 
northwest Africa.46  We know little of Mohammed ibn Ali’s formal religious 
education.  However, we can infer two facts from what we do know of his 
intellectual interactions, and the intellectual trends at the time.  First, while 
Mohammed ibn Ali was not exposed to disciplines beyond the Islamic 
Sciences – Jurisprudence, Hadith study, and Quranic transmission and, in 
some cases, exegesis – he was exposed to diverse viewpoints in all three 
disciplines.  Although the Moroccan government did regulate Moroccan 
university curricula in the late 18th century, that is, precisely when 
Mohammed ibn Ali would have been educated, we know his primary teachers 
operated within and without the more restrictive university framework.  
Second, Mohammed ibn Ali’s most significant teacher, the Sufi scholar and 
jurist Ahmad ibn Idris al-Fasi, emphasised independent spirituality and personal 
improvement, rather than strict adherence to Islamic law.47  Ahmad al-Fasi’s 
objective was to create a generation of young Muslim scholar-leaders who 
could be sent into the world to revive Islamic practice.  Mohammed ibn Ali 
was not the only individual al-Fasi educated.  Indeed, Mohammed Uthman 
al-Mirghani al-Khatim, another of Ahmad al-Fasi’s disciples, travelled to 
northeast Africa, founding Sufi monasteries, known as zawiyas, throughout 
modern-day Sudan and Eritrea, and improving Islamic practice in 
communities whose only contact with Islam had been through the slave 
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trade.48 

After his initial education, Mohammed ibn Ali departed on Hajj.  It took years 
of travel to reach Mecca, and Mohammed ibn Ali crossed through severely 
dangerous territories.  He passed through Libya during the height of regional 
disorder, as will be discussed below.  He then travelled through Egypt and 
onto the Hejaz, spending around a decade discussing and studying with major 
religious thinkers in Mecca, and experiencing a truly cosmopolitan intellectual 
atmosphere. 

It is here that we must delineate between those followers of Mohammed abd 
al-Wahhab and the Senussi.  Two differences are most crucial: their distinct 
understandings of “Islamic revival” and their diverging emphasis on Islamic 
law.  For the Wahhabi tradition, Islamic revival is a totalising social enterprise 
that stems from literally imitating the life and habits of Mohammed and his 
companions, both the Ansar and Muhajirun.  The basis for transformation is 
social and political, with the individual surrendering himself to a totalising 
view of religious practice.  By contrast, the Senussi view emphasises piety and 
practice through individual improvement, in some cases non-religious 
improvement – the Senussi have always highlighted the need for work and 
community engagement.  Similarly, for Wahhabism, Islamic law is the object 
of revival, as a vehicle to Islamic faith.  The Senussi, in contradistinction and 
due to their Sufi heritage, emphasise Islamic faith, and a personal, spiritual 
connection with God, as opposed to pure legalism. 

These differences are manifest in Wahhabism’s insularity and violence, as 
opposed to the Senussi’s general tolerance.  Again, this should come as no 
surprise given context.  Mohammed abd al-Wahhab’s formative social 
experience was that of central Arabia, specifically in the Nejd, in the 18th 
century.  Ironically, Arabian society at that time would have been 
recognisable to Mohammed or Abu Bakr, who lived a millennium earlier, and 
who had fought to disseminate a religious message that would transform 
disaggregated Arabian tribes into a coherent nation.  Nevertheless, central 
Arabian society remained clan-based, violent, and disorganised.  Mohammed 
ibn Ali, by contrast, was born near a major port city, and was educated in 
Fez, a cosmopolitan former monarchical capital of a country that, three 
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centuries prior, had provided sanctuary to tens of thousands of Jews fleeing 
Spanish persecution.49  Religious piety does not indicate intolerance or 
fanaticism.  Contingency still rules the divine presence in the world, no matter 
how much the secular modern, or the anti-modern theocrat of any faith, 
wishes it did not. 

Having completed his religious duty to make Hajj, and his personal desire to 
expand his theological knowledge and his understanding of the wider world, 
Mohammed ibn Ali then shifted to fulfilling the mission his teacher al-Fasi 
had given him: to conduct an Islamic revival in communities at risk of serious 
degeneration.  Our next step, then, is to explain why Libya became the cradle 
of the Senussi order. 
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Libya before the Senussi: 

Mohammed ibn Ali was familiar with Libya because of his travels.  Moreover, 
his time in Cairo, his discussions with all manner of people, and his clear 
grasp of political affairs gave him an understanding of Libya’s significance.  
Thus, it is necessary to understand the specific events within Ottoman 
Tripolitania that had contributed to social breakdown, and locate the 
Senussi’s rise in that area within this context. 

As stated above, Ottoman central authority had become incapable of 
controlling Tripolitania, resulting in a breakdown of central authority that 
empowered local warlords, in Libya drawn from the traditional corsairs who 
controlled the coastline.  Mohammed ibn Ali may have transited Libya during 
the First or Second Barbary War, potentially even passing through Cyrenaica 
only years after the Battle of Derna.50 

Regardless, he witnessed firsthand the social collapse underway in Libya.  The 
local rulers, the Karamanli dynasty descended from a janissary who had 
staged a coup in 1711 and demanded Ottoman recognition, survived through 
ruthlessness and unchecked brutality.51  The region was stable for around a 
half-century, although factional infighting persisted.  Indeed, the Libyan and 
Algerian coast became corsair hotbeds, bringing in significant wealth and 
allowing the rulers of major cities, functionally no more than bandits, to 
survive.  However, by the late 18th century, the system began to erode. 

Two factors had combined to destroy the Tripolitanian political-economic 
system: 

• The Control of Piracy: The high point of Barbary piracy coincided with 
the broader Golden Age of Piracy, and continued after it for around 
twenty years.  However, the European powers increasingly cracked 
down on pirates, while the use of letters of marque – the system by 

 
50 Naturally, this is speculative – given Mohammed ibn Ali’s method of travel, 

we do not know his precise movements.  The point, however, is to 
demonstrate the regional political situation that Mohammed ibn Ali most 
certainly experienced during his travels in North Africa. 
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which many pirates initially legalised their activities in their careers – 
declined with the expansion of national fleets.  Moreover, the fruitful 
Mediterranean slave trade declined in tandem.52  Thus, by the mid 
18th century, piracy no longer provided enough wealth to sustain the 
Barbary States.  By the time Mohammed ibn Ali arrived, most 
Barbary cities had fallen under the control of a more powerful 
regional warlord, who feared European reprisal for raiding. 

• Anti-Slavery Sentiment: The Tripolitanian corsairs attempted to turn to 
the inland slave trade to make up for lost revenue.  This was initially 
successful.  However, a sharp rise in anti-slavery sentiment in 
Europe, combined with the newly independent United States’ ban 
on slave importation from the early 19th century, reduced this 
approach’s economic viability.53 
 

By the time Mohammed ibn Ali arrived in Libya, then, the area resembled 
the situation Ibn Khaldun chose as his analytical starting point.  Economic 
productivity had declined drastically.  Petty warlords ruled the area, forming 
alliances with the equally ruthless despots that controlled major cities.  
Banditry was commonplace, and the previously profitable coastal route – 
which still defines the modern Libyan economy – had fallen into disuse.  
Religiously, Mohammed ibn Ali encountered nomadic Bedouin tribes that 
had departed from conventional Islamic practice.  Largely removed from the 
regulations of the Ottoman Sultanate, and encountering only local bandits 
and criminals, they had regressed to traditional clan practices.  Civil war 
seemed impending, and erupted in 1835.54 

A man of lesser fortitude would never have returned to Tripolitania after 
witnessing the degree of social breakdown it had experienced.  But 
Mohammed ibn Ali, like all of al-Fasi’s followers, was drawn to such a 
politically and socially devastated area.  His objective, as we will now discuss, 
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was to recreate Libyan society, and through that, give Libyans a fighting 
chance to survive the impending Western predation that was to come. 

The Senussi in Libyan Politics until 1911: 

Mohammed ibn Ali arrived in Libya in the late 1820s.  He brought with him 
a small band of followers recruited in Mecca and Medina through his years 
of religious studies.  Precipitously enough, the Senussi’s arrival in Libya 
coincided with the beginning of France’s conquest of Algeria, again the 
Senussi founder’s nominal homeland.  Prior to France’s blockade in 1827, 
the European powers had avoided large-scale engagement in the southern 
Mediterranean.  Spain, Portugal, France, and England had maintained small 
exclaves along the North African coastline from the 15th to 16th century 
onwards.55  But there were no signs that any European state wished to 
conquer and colonise the area.  Like the Portuguese in India and Persia, it 
appeared that the Occidental powers were content with managing regional 
trade.  France’s Egyptian and Syrian expeditions were a distinct aberration.  
The Mediterranean, naturally, was an area of intense geopolitical competition, 
in which Britain had gained the upper hand after the Napoleonic Wars, 
having obtained Malta and held Gibraltar.56 

However, geopolitical conditions were changing.  Egypt, which gained de facto 
independence from the Ottoman Empire after Mohammed Ali Pasha’s coup 
in 1805, was increasingly assertive regionally, and seemed poised to challenge 
Ottoman power outright.57  The European powers, moreover, had 
intervened against the Ottomans in Greece, supporting the Greek 
revolutionaries.  Egypt was a relevant actor in this conflict, intervening 
alongside the Ottomans, along with North African territories under Ottoman 
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suzerainty. 

Thus, when the French moved on Algeria in 1827, and then invaded the 
country in 1830, it was readily apparent to Mohammed ibn Ali that the 
Ottoman Sultan, far from being a potential ally, was a likely threat.  Once 
France completed its conquest of Algeria, Tripolitania’s petty principalities 
would be squeezed between an aggressive France – which continued its 
colonial policy despite the July Revolution – and Mohammed Ali Pasha’s 
Egypt.  Moreover, the brutality of the Greek War of Independence, 
construed in distinctly Islamophobic and occidentalist ways in Europe, 
increased the risk of a European revenge war.58  The Ottoman Sultan was 
incapable of defending his territory, making Libya vulnerable.  To survive, 
Mohammed ibn Ali had to take matters into his own hands. 

Mohammed ibn Ali established the Senussi’s headquarters in Jaghbub, a 
remote oasis in eastern Cyrenaica near the Egyptian border.  The Senussi’s 
zawiyas soon sprung up across Ottoman Tripolitania’s major cities and in the 
countryside.  However, in 1835, Ottoman Sultan Mahmud II launched a 
campaign to reassert Ottoman influence in Libya.59 

This had clear geopolitical motivations.  The Ottomans had just suffered a 
humiliating defeat at the hands of the Egyptians.  The Egyptian Army had 
conquered virtually all of Ottoman Syria, and fought well into Turkey, 
defeating the Ottomans at the Battle of Konya in Central Anatolia.60  The 
European powers intervened on the Sublime Porte’s behalf.  First Russia, 
seeking to gain a position in the Levantine Basin, allied with the Ottomans 
and sent troops to defend Constantinople.  Britain and France, unwilling to 
let Russia enlarge its regional footprint, pressured Egypt into suing for 
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peace.61  Mahmud II, by intervening in Libya, likely hoped to restore some 
Ottoman prestige – in its settlement with Egypt, the Ottomans had ceded 
control of Syria, a significant territorial and optical blow.  Moreover, by 
extending Ottoman control to Libya, Mahmud II hoped to bracket 
Mohammed Ali Pasha, and leverage this geographic position in another 
foreseen war.  The Senussi, along with native Libyans, resisted Ottoman 
aggression, preventing the Sultanate from expanding its control deep into 
Libya.62  While the region remained under nominal Ottoman control, the 
Sublime Porte had limited tangible political influence. 

This action, alongside the Senussi’s congenial relations with the local 
population, allowed Mohammed ibn Ali to accrue significant political and 
social capital.  Senussi zawiyas exploded across the country – although some 
became adherents to the order, even more critically, the general population 
viewed the Senussi as a core part of their political and social experience. 

The Senussi’s popularity stemmed from their emphasis on social and 
economic stability.  At no point did Mohammed ibn Ali attempt to take 
political power, or even organise a political framework with himself and the 
Senussi at the centre, and with Jaghbub as the capital of a new emirate.  By 
contrast, he worked in the traditional tribal structures that defined Libyan 
society, respecting local leaders and interacting on their terms.  The Senussi 
did create military forces.  However, they were not used for conquest or 
settling factional disputes.  Rather, they were employed to secure trade routes, 
protecting caravans that used Libya’s coastal roads.  By the 1850-1860s, 
regular trade had resumed.63  The Senussi’s role in dispute mediation, social 
interaction, and economic facilitation ensured that they remained above 
factional quarrels, and were broadly popular amongst the people.  

Mohammed ibn Ali died in 1859.  His son Mohammed al-Mahdi el-Senussi 
succeeded him as head of the order at 19.  Under his leadership, the Senussi 
extended their reach even farther, establishing zawiyas throughout Ottoman 
Libya, into the Egyptian Khedivate and as far south as the shore of Lake 
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Chad.  Good relations with the British enabled this expansion: the Senussi 
ensured caravans of British goods could reach central Africa without 
harassment.64 

Although the Senussi operated through no formal power structures, they 
gained enough regional influence to functionally rule this region through a 
system of alliances and informal understandings with local political figures.  
However, the Senussi also opposed local injustices.  The Order’s emphasis 
on education – by the late 19th century some 5,000 to 15,000 students studied 
in Senussi zawiyas65 – and individual improvement irritated some traditional 
rulers.  The Senussi were popular enough with the people to over come this, 
solidifying their position.66 Only Tripoli and its environs remained beyond 
Senussi influence.  Ottoman governors nominally controlled the territory, but 
the Senussi wielded true political power. 

This placed Mohammed al-Mahdi in a curious diplomatic position.  Like his 
father, he was caught between increasingly assertive great powers.  But during 
Mohammed ibn Ali’s lifetime, apart from the French, the European powers 
had shown no desire to colonise North Africa, or extend their influence 
beyond tacit political understandings.  This changed after the 1860s.  From 
the 1820s onwards, the Eastern Question increasingly dominated European 
diplomacy.  In brief, Ottoman decline appeared to reach a terminal stage in 
1829, with Greek independence and Russia’s victory over the Sultanate.67  
The First Ottoman-Egyptian War simply confirmed this view.  Russia sought 
an Ottoman collapse: the Sultanate’s dissolution would allow it to carve out 
a Slavic empire in the Balkans, dominate the Black Sea, and project power 
into the Levantine Basin, thereby pressuring the UK’s primary trade and 
supply route with its Indian possessions.68  Anglo-French intervention on the 
Ottoman Empire’s behalf in 1853 sparked the Crimean War – the Muslim-
Christian alliance’s victory over Russia checked Russian expansion into the 
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Mediterranean for a time.69  But France’s increasing ideological adventurism, 
and Louis-Napoleon’s hatred of Austria, isolated the Second Empire.70  
Russia and the UK were more than willing to leave France to its fate in 1870. 

The new French regime, Republican in principle, unstable in character, 
sought to reclaim a degree of prestige, despite Germany’s successful attempts 
to block its alliance with Russia.  France turned to Africa, seeking a west-to-
east axis across the continent of imperial possessions.  Britain took note, and 
in 1882 intervened in Egypt – while the Khedivate nominally remained under 
Ottoman rule, it functionally became a British protectorate.71 

The Senussi occupied a geographic position highly relevant to the great 
powers in their struggle over the Mediterranean and Africa.  Indeed, Britain 
and France sought the Senussi’s partnership at multiple points, considering 
the significant regional respect.  Moreover, those who resisted European 
imperialism also turned to the Senussi.  Most notably, the Mahdist uprising 
in 1881, which spawned the Mahdist State in 1885, appealed to the Senussi 
in their struggle against the British.72 

However, Mohammed al-Mahdi refused to conclude formal alliance with any 
power.  This policy of nonalignment had two purposes. First, internally 
speaking, nonalignment allowed the Senussi to remain impartial and avoid 
the backlash partnership with an imperial power would cause.  Second, by 
remaining nonaligned, the Senussi avoided the explicit ire of any European 
power.  Libyan society was far too weak to support an independent 
government in the late 19th century.  The political situation as it was, with the 
Senussi exercising functional independence under nominal Ottoman 
suzerainty, gave Mohammed al-Mahdi the political and diplomatic cover the 
order needed to continue its mission and ensure long-term Libyan social 
consolidation.  Whatever short-term gains the Senussi might have received 
from concluding an alliance, the long-term risks drastically outweighed them. 
That is, until war came to Libya in 1911, the next subject of our discussion.
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CHAPTER THREE  

CREATING AN INDEPENDENT LIBYA: 1911-1951 

 
Once the Senussi had emerged as leaders of the Libyan people, it was then 
their task to defend Libya against colonial predation.  The Senussi’s role in 
this part of Libyan history demonstrates the relevance of the long view.  Idris 
el-Senussi, the future Libyan king, was successful only because he understood 
that the struggle against foreign domination would take decades, and could 
only be won if Libyan society remained relatively intact. 

This section will be split into three parts: first discussing the end of the Great 
War and the coming war with Italy; second the struggle against Italian 
conquest; and third Idris’ alliance with the Western powers during the World 
War and his political role in Libyan reconsolidation and independence. 

First, Libya’s role in the Great War, although limited, deserves explication.  
Indeed, we should understand the “Senussi Campaign” and subsequent 
events as part of a strategic whole, beginning in 1911 and ending with Italian 
victory in 1931.  Libyan participation stemmed primarily from geopolitical 
realities: the British were allied with the Italians, and the Italians hoped to 
subjugate Libya.  However, the Senussi’s willingness to negotiate with the 
British extremely rapidly once Idris became leader demonstrates the central 
issue was Italian domination, not British imperialism. 

Second, while the long struggle against Italian conquest has already been 
assessed, it deserves additional review.  This sub-section accomplishes two 
goals.  It demonstrates the key role the Senussi played in coordinating 
resistance, particularly by highlighting the relationship between Idris and 
Omar al-Mukhtar, and the overlap between Libyan resistance and Senussi 
territory.  Additionally, it indicates the Senussi’s understanding of the link 
between diplomacy and force, through Idris’ continuous willingness to 
negotiate with the Italians, and through his objective of ensuring the survival 
of Libyan population centres.  It will highlight the decisive role Mussolini 
played in Libyan history – without his rise to power, events may have taken 
a very different course. 
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Third, Senussi actions from 1931 until 1951 will be summarised.  Idris’ 
political instincts will be highlighted, particularly given how adverse his 
situation was after the early 1930s.  However, his long-term vision will be 
brought to the fore: like his predecessors, and like he did in several decades 
earlier, he took advantage of the shifting political conditions the World War 
prompted, aligned himself with the victorious powers, and used this leverage 
to consolidate a Libyan state. 

The Geopolitical Situation in 1911 

Mohammed al-Mahdi died in 1902.  His son Idris – the future King of Libya 
– was only 12.  Thus, al-Mahdi passed leadership to his nephew, Ahmed 
Sharif el-Senussi, also grandson of Mohammed ibn Ali, although Idris was 
meant to assume power at some point. 

Ahmed Sharif, then 29, had already proven himself politically.  Beginning in 
1887, France had progressively expanded its influence in the Chad Basin.  By 
the turn of the century, it was at war with several regional kingdoms on the 
borders of Senussi territory.  In 1899, France turned north, pressuring the 
Wadai Sultanate, a historical Senussi trade partner, and an Islamic ally.73  The 
French were known for their missionary activities, and Mohammed al-Mahdi 
likely feared the impact religious zeal would have upon a coming war.  
Moreover, the Ottoman situation had become truly dire.  The 1877-1878 
Russo-Turkish War had created independent Balkan kingdoms in place of 
Ottoman rule.74  The European powers clearly were manoeuvring for 
position, hoping to secure their Mediterranean interests.  Additionally, 
rebellion and harassment undermined the empire, both in its Cretan-
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Mediterranean and Gulf periphery and even in eastern Anatolia.75  If France 
was not resisted in Chad, it could encircle the Senussi from two sides, leaving 
the Libyan people vulnerable to French or British pressure.  Hence the 
Senussi responded by supporting the Wadai.  Ahmed Sharif was dispatched 
to coordinate Senussi resistance to the French.76 

After years of sporadic skirmishing, the French made their move in 1906.77  
They backed Adam Asil, the cousin of Wadai ruler and Senussi ally Dud 
Murra, hoping to install a puppet government that they could incorporate 
into their African empire.  It took the French three years to fight their way 
to the Wadai capital of Abeche.  The Senussi were strategically critical in this 
campaign, presaging their future role against the Italians.  Ahmed Sharif and 
the Senussi gained significant desert combat experience – the Wadai were 
adept raiders, and Dud Murra a highly competent commander after years of 
war with Chad.  The Senussi’s zawiyas, meanwhile, became desert fortresses: 
as non-urban zawiyas were generally placed in oases, they could hold out 
against French resistance despite inferior technology. 

After the French took Abeche in 1906, Dud Murra retreated into Senussi 
territory, and with their support fought a guerilla campaign against France for 
five more years.78  One suspects this war would have continued indefinitely 
until a brokered ceasefire or a French invasion from Algeria.  However, 
contingency intervened. 
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In retrospect, 1911 would prove a defining year in Libyan history.  Caught 
up in great power geopolitics, it marked the beginning of Italian intervention.  
The struggle against Italian colonialism, and that struggle’s relationship to the 
great powers, would define the Libyan independence movement, and in turn, 
the Senussi’s actions and legacy.  Thus, the political situation is worth of some 
explication, to contextualise the Italian intervention in Libya, and explain the 
opening chapter of a savage 34 year war and occupation. 

The formation of the Triple Entente in 1907 formalised the coalitions that 
were to define European politics for the next decade.79  France and Russia 
had allied in 1894, after Germany had allied with Austria and Italy in 1882.80  
Bismarck’s departure from the Wilhelmstrasse had narrowed German foreign 
policy flexibility – Germany effectively abandoned its attempts to balance 
between Russia and Austria in the Balkans, tacitly committing it to an eastern 
war.81  In turn, France settled its colonial disputes with Britain in 1904, and 
Russia with Britain in 1907.82  Three distinct European tensions were now 
intertwined: Anglo-German enmity over Germany’s naval expansion, 
Franco-German enmity over the conquest of Alsace-Lorraine, and Austro-
Russian enmity over the Balkans.  A general war was probable, albeit not 
guaranteed.83 

While formally part of the German alliance structure, Italy in reality was in a 
curious position.  The Italian government had committed to supporting the 
Ottomans, in line with German policy.84  But the Italian people, captured by 
national sentiment like the rest of Europe, demanded colonial expansion.  
Libya was a natural target.  Italian nationalists claimed Libya was rich in 
mineral wealth – ironically correct albeit fifty years too early – and that the 
Libyan people would welcome Italian invasion as liberation from oppressive 
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Ottoman rule.85 

Contingency dominates political history.  Until midsummer 1911, Italian 
prime minister Giovanni Giolitti resisted demands for invasion.  However, 
Germany sparked a confrontation with France in Morocco to drive a wedge 
between Paris and London, and if successful, inducing Britain to bandwagon 
with it against the Franco-Russian bloc.86  Morocco was nominally 
independent, but Germany and France had extensive economic and political 
interests in the country.  A 1911 rebellion prompted France to use military 
force.87  Germany, arguing that France would annex Morocco and destroy 
Berlin’s economic position in the country, deployed a gunboat after 
negotiations broke down.88  Internal British political debate did blame France 
for the broader crisis.  But the German naval deployment raised the 
possibility of a German port in the central Atlantic, an unacceptable 
possibility for Britain, considering the mortal threat a powerful German fleet 
would pose to it.  Britain sided staunchly with France, upholding the Triple 
Entente and isolating Germany.89 

The Italian government capitalised on the geopolitical situation, courting 
British and French approval for a Libyan expedition.  With Germany 
encircled and increasingly at risk, Italy viewed its German and Austrian allies 
as incapable of protesting an attack on Ottoman Libya.  Indeed, Britain and 
France explicitly supported the invasion, and Russia, seeking to diminish 
Ottoman power, urged Italy to act with decision and speed.90  Italy decided 
on war in early September, as its German and Austrian allies desperately 
attempted to repair Italian-Ottoman relations.91  The Austrians feared Italian 
victory, which would demonstrate Ottoman weakness, would inflame 
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national ambitions in the Balkans, drawing Austria, the Ottomans, and Russia 
closer to collision in southeastern Europe.  Italy’s complete discounting of 
German and Austrian views constituted a significant rupture in the Triple 
Alliance. 

Italy declared war on 29 September 1911, bombarding Tripoli on 3 October.  
The Italians had superior numbers and technology, deploying around 
100,000 men.92  Italy dispatched aircraft to the conflict, conducting the first 
recorded aerial reconnaissance operation with fixed-wing aircraft.  It held 
total command of the sea, while the British refused to allow the Ottomans to 
move forces through Egypt to reinforce Libya.93  Moreover, the Ottomans, 
not expecting an Italian invasion, had shifted the majority of their soldiers in 
Libya to Yemen, responding to another local rebellion.  Thus, when the war 
began, only 8,000 Turkish troops were on hand to face 12 times their number 
of Italians.94 

Organised popular Libyan resistance was therefore crucial to fighting the 
Italians.  Italy occupied Tripoli within the war’s first weeks, and declared it 
controlled Libya in November.  However, between 20,000 and 40,000 
Libyans rallied to combat the invasion.95  The Ottomans did send officers to 
the region, including prince Osman Fuad, future Turkish president Ataturk, 
then known as Mustafa Kemal, and future Ottoman co-dictator Ismail Enver 
Pasha.96  But the Senussi organised the majority of indigenous resistance, 
commanded by Ahmed Sharif and Omar al-Mukhtar. 

Although the Italians controlled Tripoli, the Libyan-Ottoman forces 
leveraged their superior mobility and knowledge of terrain to complicate 
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Italian advances.97  Italian forces, unable to match the flexibility of the Libyan 
light infantry and cavalry, took up defensive positions around occupied 
coastal cities, and settled in for an attritive war.  The conflict formally ended 
after slightly over a year, primarily because of Italy’s operations against the 
Dodecanese Islands.98  The Treaty of Ouchy, signed 18 October 1912, 
established a hybrid system, under which the Ottomans appointed religious 
figures and a de jure governor but the Italians controlled the territory, at least 
in theory.  In practice, Italy held the coastal cities, but was unable to penetrate 
the Libyan interior, almost exclusively due to the Senussi’s resistance. 

Subsequent events justified Austro-Hungarian and German geopolitical 
opposition to Italy’s Libyan adventure.  Although the 1911-1912 war was far 
more costly and longer than the Italians had anticipated – its fiscal strain 
drained Italy’s prudently husbanded savings, which the Great War would 
stress even further – but nevertheless demonstrated Ottoman weakness.  The 
Balkan states capitalised.99  The great powers had reduced tensions between 
the newly-formed Balkan kingdoms in the early 19th century.  Austria-
Hungary’s annexation of Bosnia and the Young Turk Revolution, both in 
1908, demonstrated Ottoman weakness, as did a protracted insurgency in 
North Macedonia.   

When Italy invaded Libya, Russia encouraged a Balkan alliance centred upon 
Serbia.  Although Austria-Hungary was the nominal target, the Balkan states 
and Russia quickly grasped Ottoman weakness.  The Balkan League, 
comprised of Bulgaria, Serbia, Greece, and Montenegro, with Albanian, 
Russian, and foreign volunteer support, declared war on 17 October 1912, a 
day before the Treaty of Ouchy ended the Italian-Ottoman War.100  The 
Balkan League rapidly dismantled Ottoman regional power, conquering the 
overwhelming majority of Ottoman territories in Europe, and lost around 
four million subjects.  Of course, scarcely a year later, the Balkan League 
broke down.  Bulgarian ambitions pitted it against its erstwhile Serbian, 
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Greek, and Montenegrin allies, who it attacked in June 1913.101  Romania 
capitalised on Bulgarian strategic distraction, invading and nearly reaching the 
Bulgarian capital Sofia.  The Ottomans did regain some lost territory by 
supporting the anti-Bulgarian alliance, most notable Adrianople and eastern 
Thrace.102  Nevertheless, the Sultanate was clearly vulnerable to external 
pressure. 

General European war was not inevitable.  But the conditions were set for it.  
And once again, the geopolitical conditions would play a crucial role in 
Senussi history, elevating the future King Idris to power. 

The Great War and Mediterranean Geopolitics: 

The explosion in the Balkans in July 1914 appears remote from internal 
Libyan-Senussi politics.  However, we can see a slow shift in Senussi policy 
from 1914-1923, which undermined Ahmed Sharif’s position, brought Idris 
to power as the order’s de facto leader, and set the conditions for the Senussi’s 
multi-decade struggle against Italian colonialism and genocide.  Again, 
geopolitical framing is key.  The monarch’s primary task is to defend the 
people.  At every turn, the Senussi Order did as such. 

Senussi resistance to the Italians in 1911 was not a break from their position 
of non-alignment.  Rather, it was a recognition of political reality.  Italy did 
not restrict its ambitions to suzerainty over the Libyan coast.  If it had, 
perhaps a long-term peace agreement would have stabilised the situation, 
giving the Senussi a free hand internally while respecting Italian economic 
interests.  However, Italy’s aim in 1911 was total conquest.  The Senussi 
fought alongside the Ottomans for the same reason they had fought the 
French in Chad: defending the Libyan people from external predation was 
the only way to ensure the area’s survival after the Ottomans collapsed.  
Indeed, throughout the Italian invasion, the Senussi remained standoffish 
towards the French, but friendly towards the British in Egypt, neither 
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attacking positions in Egypt nor escalating anti-British rhetoric.103 

Although the Ottomans entered the Great War several months after it 
formally began, Ottoman participation alongside the Central Powers was 
highly likely.104  Enver Pasha, now co-dictator and Minister of War, was pro-
German, albeit desirous of maintaining Ottoman independence and freedom 
of action.105  Germany had invested significant resources in improving the 
Ottoman military, and the Germans hoped that Ottoman involvement would 
spark Muslim revolts against British and French rule in North Africa and 
India.106  Turkey closed the Straits in late September, and nominally took 
control of two German warships, including the battlecruiser SMS Goeben, 
under command of the German Admiral Wilhelm Souchon.107  On 29 
October, Souchon, now an Ottoman naval officer, bombarded Odesa and 
Sevastopol, possibly under Enver Pasha’s orders, thereby bringing the 
Ottomans into the war. 108 

The previous two decades had reduced Ottoman power beyond the Levant 
and Anatolia, with the previously-discussed Balkan Wars eliminating the 
Sultanate’s positions in Europe, and the Italian invasion of Libya reducing 
Ottoman presence in North Africa.  However, the Ottomans retained 
significant cultural and social cache in the region, particularly in coastal Libya 
where, under the Italian-Ottoman peace agreement, the Sublime Porte still 
appointed de jure provincial governors and religious judges.109  Moreover, 
although serious fighting had subsided after the 1912 peace agreement, the 
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Italians did not control Libya beyond their coastal cities, and still harboured 
ambitions of broader conquest, pitting them against the Senussi.110 

Ahmed Sharif distrusted the Ottomans nearly as much as the Italians.  Not 
only was the Sultanate weak, but following the 1913 coup, the Ottomans had 
become increasingly assertive.111  The Three Pashas, intent upon rebuilding 
Ottoman power, likely were viewed as a threat to Libyan long-term 
independence.  More broadly, the Senussi had little initial desire to participate 
in a European conflict.  The Ottomans, at German behest, declared jihad 
against the Entente powers, while Enver Pasha’s “Special Organisation”, a 
hybrid paramilitary intelligence service, began spreading anti-Entente 
propaganda throughout North Africa and the Middle East.112 

However, Ahmed Sharif and the Senussi resisted Ottoman overtures for 
alliance, even as Italy moved closer to intervention against Germany and 
Austria-Hungary.  Ahmed Sharif agreed to recognise the Ottoman Sultan as 
caliph, but refused to attach political power to this caliphal authority, and 
demanded the Ottomans recognise him and the Senussi as Libya’s rulers, a 
request the Ottomans refused.113 

To improve their position, Enver Pasha dispatched his half-brother, then-
Captain Nuri Pasha – also a veteran of the 1911 Italian war – to Libya to 
gather support.  Ahmed Sharif initially resisted the Ottomans, 
compartmentalising their access, refusing to appear in public with Ottoman 
representatives, and denying their alliance demands.114  However, Nuri Pasha 
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was well financed, and received support from the Germans.  The Austro-
Hungarian Navy was too weak to contest the Allied blockade of the Adriatic, 
even before Italy joined the war.  As the British and French began to pressure 
the Dardanelles, the Kaiserliche Marine decided to respond, deploying 
submarines to Mediterranean in early 1915.  These U-Boats operated from 
Ottoman ports, and stopped along the Tripolitanian and Cyrenaican 
coastlines to deliver arms and men to Nuri Pasha, who would distribute them 
to remaining Ottoman loyalists.115 

Nuri Pasha also exploited divisions within the Senussi.  He worked with Hilal, 
Ahmed Sharif’s younger brother, who felt the Senussi leader was sidelining 
him politically, possibly in favour of Idris, helping him recruit a private army 
for a planned invasion of Egypt.116  Nuri Pasha almost certainly did not 
intend to use Hilal’s force to attack Egypt independently.  It numbered only 
a hundred, grossly insufficient for anything beyond a token raid.  However, 
this independent military unit, with access to German and Ottoman 
equipment and funds, allowed Nuri to pressure Ahmed Sharif.  The 
Ottomans also accepted Ahmed Sharif’s demands in principle, naming him 
Ottoman vizir in North Africa, and naming Idris, now 25, Ottoman vizir in 
southern Libya, part of central Africa, and to the borders of Egypt and 
Sudan.117  We should note that, although Ahmed Sharif was the Senussi 
leader at the time, Idris’ simultaneous appointment as vizir demonstrates his 
power within the order.  The Ottomans clearly felt that Idris was relevant 
enough to deserve independent recognition.  Whilst it was clear that Idris was 
meant to become leader of the Senussi at some point, Ahmed Sharif’s 
political control of the order remained substantial.  Independent recognition 
is thus a relevant demonstration of Idris’ popularity and sway within the order 
independent of his status as Mohammed al-Mahdi’s son. 

This combined approach allowed Nuri Pasha to pressure Ahmed Sharif into 
an alliance with the Ottomans.  After extended negotiations and military 
preparation, the Senussi invaded western Egypt in late 1915.  The Senussi 
force never exceeded 10,000 men, but it was well-equipped by the Ottoman, 
and had significant combat experience against a modern military force from 
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sporadic combat with Italy.  The Ottomans issued another call for jihad, 
hoping that Egypt’s Islamic population would rise up against the British, 
either sparking wholesale revolution or allowing the Ottomans to attack from 
the east.  Ideally, the campaign would jeopardise British control of the Suez 
Canal, undermining its sea lines of communication and trade to India and 
Australia.118 

In the event, the offensive failed.  The Egyptian population never rose up 
against the British – like elsewhere, the Sultan’s declaration of jihad carried 
little weight.  Italy formally declared war on the Ottomans, jeopardising 
Senussi territory in Libya.  The mobile force of 10,000 men under Ahmed 
Sharif’s command sporadically raided and occupied several oases.  In general, 
the Senussi acquitted themselves well in combat, leveraging their cavalry to 
elude British armoured cars, and denying the British a fixed engagement 
where their superior firepower would have given them an advantage.  
Nevertheless, after several months of fighting, the Senussi withdrew the bulk 
of their forces, with Ahmed Sharif and around 1,000 men occupying several 
oases in western Egypt.119  After another year of raiding, this force escaped 
in early 1917, avoiding British aircraft and armoured cars. 

The Senussi offensive had not changed the strategic situation, apart from 
drawing British ire and prompting the Italians to attack deeper into Libya.  
Once again, the Senussi held their own, limiting Italian gains and avoiding 
fixed engagements.  However, by early 1917, Ahmed Sharif’s popularity had 
declined.  Apart from the Italians – and to a degree the French – the Libyans 
in general, and the Senussi in particular, bore no ill will towards the European 
powers.  During the 1915 negotiations with Ottomans, Idris consistently 
opposed the invasion of Egypt, and throughout the offensive maintained 
diplomatic contacts with the British.120  More broadly, this was standard 
Senussi practice.  Throughout their wars with the French and Italians, they 
refused to break off negotiations.  In general, the Senussi harboured no 
territorial ambitions beyond Tripolitania, Cyrenaica, and affiliated areas with 
zawiyas in northern Chad and Sudan.  They lacked the desire or the population 
to conquer new territories.  By persisting in negotiations, the Senussi 
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consistently positioned themselves to negotiate settlements that limited the 
damage of conflict. 

Idris’ personal contacts with the British, and his opposition to the Senussi 
alliance with the Ottomans, allowed him to lead negotiations in 1917.121  The 
British were willing interlocutors, but demanded that the Senussi negotiate 
with them and the Italians simultaneously, given Italian interests in Libya and 
Italian participation in the European ground war.  In the event, the Senussi, 
British, and Italians signed the Modus Vivendi of Acroma, a temporary 
agreement that was meant to form the basis of a durable peace.122  Idris 
accepted British control of western Egypt, and the closure of Senussi zawiyas 
in British territory.  In return, the British recognised Senussi leadership in 
eastern Libya.  The Italians and Senussi released their prisoners of war, and 
trade between Italian Libya, Senussi territories, and Egypt could resume.  In 
turn, the Senussi broke with the Ottomans, formally repudiating Ottoman 
control of Libya, expelling Ottoman officers, and monitoring the Egyptian-
Libyan border to prevent future Ottoman infiltration.  In principle, the 
Italians recognised the Senussi’s political role in Libya, while Idris committed 
to a future agreement that would formalise Italy’s colonial possessions, 
although neither side made binding pledges.  Ahmed Sharif legally maintained 
leadership of the Senussi, although Idris was clearly the Order’s leader, and 
by extension, the ruler of Cyrenaica and the most powerful internal actor in 
Libya.123 

Ahmed Sharif departed Libya in August 1918, travelling through Austria-
Hungary and then to Constantinople, where he vocally supported the Central 
Powers for the remainder of the war.124  He later moved to Mecca, dying in 
1933, and played no role in future Senussi or Libyan politics. 

Thus, through a series of contingent circumstances, brought about by the 
Great War, Idris was elevated to leader of the Senussi Order, and appeared 
to be on the cusp of security Libyan autonomy and political recognition, if 
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not independence.  The Senussi had steered Libya between the European 
powers, resisted Italian aggression, and through Idris’ political manoeuvre, 
had avoided being caught up in toto in the Great War.  Scarcely a century 
before, Libya had been in functional anarchy, ruled by warlords from their 
coastal pirate fortresses.  By 1917, Libya was stable, and the Senussi in a 
position to make limited but substantive demands against the European 
powers. 

As we will see, contingency imposed itself once again, leading to a fleeting 
moment of opportunity, and subsequently, the disastrous Italian occupation. 

The Italian War and the Senussi: 

The Gaddafi regime attempted to erase the Senussi’s role in Libyan politics 
at every turn.  Most critically, it attempted to bury the role the Senussi played 
in resisting Italian colonialism, both initially in 1911 and during the 1923-
1932 war.  However, a review of the diplomatic and political record indicates 
that the Senussi under Idris were the central Libyan actors.  Had Mussolini 
not come to power, Libya may have remained autonomous, or even gained 
independence in the 1930s, establishing amicable relations with the Italians, 
French, and British.125  But great men do change history, for good and ill.  
Thus, after first reviewing the growing diplomatic consensus between 1917 
and 1922, we may explicate the Senussi’s role in resisting Italy’s second 
invasion. 

While the Modus Vivendi of Acroma provided the outlines of a peace 
agreement, Italian weakness spurred Libyan actors to capitalise.  Sporadic 
fighting continued between the Senussi, Italians, and other Libyan factions.  
In particular, Tripolitanian elites became increasingly independence-
minded.126  Western and northwestern Libya had been penetrated the least 
by Senussi zawiyas, and the Ottomans maintained their greatest control 
around Tripoli.  Moreover, Berber intellectuals like Sulayman al-Baruni were 
more taken with Mustafa Kemal’s secularism than the Senussi.127  Baruni in 
particular held deep enmity against the Senussi.  He had worked as a German-
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Ottoman proxy during the Great War, and fled Libya aboard a German 
submarine immediately before the Senussi-Ottoman invasion of Egypt.128  
Thus, when de jure Ottoman control of Libya ended in 1918, western Libyans 
established the Tripolitanian Republic, which quickly was set at odds with the 
Italians and the Senussi.129 

The fighting escalated just as Italy entered a severe post-war domestic crisis.  
An economic downturn generated high unemployment.130  The country more 
broadly received few territorial benefits from the Great War, leading to a 
sense of dissatisfaction in the working class.  Riots, strikes, and paramilitary 
combat were common.  In this state, Italy was far too weak to assert itself in 
Libya.  Hence it recognised Idris as Emir of Cyrenaeca in 1920, giving him 
political autonomy.131  In turn, the Senussi limited violence against the 
Italians.  The Tripolitanian Republic, meanwhile, broke down by 1920 – the 
death of leader Ramadan al-Suwayhli, another German ally during the Great 
War, upset the balance between its internal factions, triggering civil war.  The 
Senussi reimposed order, gaining favour with the Tripolitanian population 
and political leaders.132 

By 1922, the Tripolitanian political authorities were prepared to offer Idris 
the position of emir.133  Moreover, the Italians had softened their colonial 
line by 1921.  One suspects that, without a systemic political shock, Italy 
would have accepted autonomous Senussi rule in Libya, and created some 
sort of power sharing agreement between the Libyan Arabs and Berbers and 
Italian colonists, without endorsing land repossession or violent expansion.  
Tensions would have remained, but in time, increasing trade would have 
mitigated them. 
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However, Mussolini’s rise transformed Italian politics, and by extension 
Libya’s future.  In a deep historical irony, the former socialist had vociferously 
opposed the 1911 war, writing multiple anti-war pieces under his own name 
criticizing the “mock-heroic madness of the war-mongers by profession”.134  
The Great War transformed his perspective.  Mussolini had evolved from his 
socialism.  He broke with the socialists, supporting Italian intervention 
alongside the Entente, and created a philosophy of revolutionary nationalism, 
that subsumed class conflict under that of national struggle.135  His wartime 
service exposed him to brutality – he served nine months in the trenches 
before he was badly wounded by a mortar strike – but also demonstrated 
human political potential.136  United, Mussolini believed, the Italian nation 
could transform itself, becoming a global superpower and resurrecting the 
glory of the Roman Empire.137 

Mussolini swept to power by portraying himself as Italy’s saviour, offering 
stability and order as opposed to the insanity of 1919-1921 class conflict.  His 
Fascist squadristi, the infamous blackshirts, imposed order in the countryside, 
allying with local political figures, and drawing support from liberals and 
conservatives throughout Italy.138  Mussolini was elected to parliament in 
1921, and immediately precipitated a political crisis by negotiating with the 
socialists, which sparked a confrontation between the urban fascists of 
Mussolini’s bloc and their agrarian fascist opponents.139  Despite internal 
opposition, Mussolini remained leader of the movement, which was 
institutionalised as the National Fascist Party.  In August 1922, the Socialists 
declared a general strike in opposition to growing facist power.140  Mussolini 
stated that his party would act to defend law and order if the government did 
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not.  In the event, the government did nothing – street fighting escalated, and 
the fascists took over multiple towns, expelling socialist political leaders and 
destroying socialist newspapers.141  The government’s inaction demonstrated 
its weakness.  Mussolini realised he had an opportunity to stage a popular 
coup, despite the Fascist Party’s limited actual membership and paltry 
parliamentary seats.  After gaining the support of industrialists, financiers, 
and the military, he marched on Rome, taking power without firing a shot on 
29 October.142 

Mussolini immediately sought an external campaign to solidify his power, in 
line with his objective of cultivating and releasing the energies of the Italian 
nation.  Libya was a natural target.  Giuseppe Volpi, then governor of Italian 
Tripolitania, had been involved in Libyan politics for a decade, having helped 
to negotiate the 1912 armistice.  Volpi immediately allied himself with 
Mussolini, who retained Volpi as governor, and ordered a full-scale invasion 
in 1923 termed the “Pacification” of Libya. 

Compared to the 1911 Italian invasion, which was poorly organised and of 
limited scope, the 1923-1932 war was a total conflict aimed at the conquest 
of Libya, its colonisation by Italians, and the displacement, murder, or 
subjugation of the Libyan population.  Mussolini, with an eye towards 
showmanship and propaganda, resurrected reports of massacred Italian 
soldiers during the 1911 war to encourage Italian fury.  A mixture of revenge 
and geopolitical ambition drove Italy to war – a rather popular war supported 
by the majority of the Italian population.143 

Mass executions, forced displacement, concentration camps, chemical 
weapons use, and wilful targeting of non-combatants defined Italian conduct 
during the war.144  The Italian military brought to bear every implement of 
modern firepower, killing at least 56,000 Libyans – likely closer to 90,000 – 
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and depopulating areas for Italian colonisation.145  It is not, however, the 
place of this monograph to review the well-documented crimes Italy 
committed in Libya.  Rather, we have two purposes: explaining Idris’ exile 
from Libya during the Italian invasion, and explicating the key role the 
Senussi played in resisting Italian colonialism. 

Idris left Libya as Italy invaded in 1922 for four reasons.  First, Italy had 
swept through the country, taking virtually all Libyan territory apart from the 
Senussi heartlands in eastern and southern Libya.  Idris was a prime target, 
given his leadership of the Senussi order, and the enmity imperialist-minded 
Italians bore him for resisting their conquest in 1911-1912.  His presence in 
Libya was unnecessary for continued resistance, and increased the likelihood 
of more savage Italian campaigns against innocent Libyan civilians. 

Second, Idris maintained robust diplomatic contacts in Egypt, given the 
goodwill he had cultivated with the British over the past decade.  Idris hoped 
that, by establishing himself in Egypt, he could court British support for a 
Libyan insurgency, or at least create ratlines into Libya to funnel arms from 
sympathetic foreigners. 

Third, the Senussi remained popular in western Egypt despite the destruction 
of their zawiyas after the 1915-1917 invasion.  They knew the land well, and 
understood how to navigate between western Egypt’s widely dispersed oases.  
Given his contacts with the British, Idris sought to create a safe zone in Egypt 
from which Senussi fighters could operate, providing the Senussi with much 
needed strategic depth.  In the event, British support was not forthcoming, 
although the Senussi did operate from Egypt relatively frequently until the 
late 1920s, supporting Omar al-Mukhtar’s active Senussi insurgency in 
eastern Libya. 

Fourth, and most critically, Idris realised that only a negotiated settlement 
could end the war.  There was, naturally, friction between Idris and al-
Mukhtar.146  The core of the issue was religious-ideological.  Omar al-
Mukhtar was three decades older than Idris, and had come of age under 
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Ahmed Sharif and Mohammed al-Mahdi’s leadership of the Senussi.  Ahmed 
Sharif’s more robust conception of Islamic politics, cultivated by his contact 
with the Ottomans, and expressed after his flight from Libya, likely appealed 
to al-Mukhtar more than to Idris, who consistently tempered the Senussi’s 
religious inclinations with a healthy dose of realpolitik.  Idris recognised that 
Italy was far superior technically, materially, and economically to Libya, and 
that despite spirited resistance, the Senussi would eventually be 
overwhelmed.  By giving himself greater geographic access to the great 
powers, Idris placed himself in a position to lead negotiations – negotiations 
that were not forthcoming, but that could be hoped for nonetheless. 

The above, however, should not separate Omar al-Mukhtar from the Senussi.  
Omar al-Mukhtar was himself leader of Senussi zawiyas, formal commander 
of their military forces, and close personally with Ahmed Sharif and Idris.  
Omar al-Mukhtar studied in Jaghbub, the Senussi political centre in Libya, 
for eight years at a since destroyed Senussi university.  He helped lead Senussi 
opposition to French colonialism in central Africa, and fought under Senussi 
command during the first Italian invasion.  Before Gaddafi, Omar al-Mukhtar 
was a national hero.  But Gaddafi transformed him into an anti-Senussi hero, 
a feat that defies belief, given Omar al-Mukhtar was quite literally a member of 
the Senussi order. 

The Senussi guerilla campaign had little chance of defeating the Italians 
outright.  However, while Omar al-Mukhtar fought, Idris, in the tradition of 
the Senussi order, kept lines of negotiation open whenever possible, hoping 
to relieve some of the brutal pressure Italy had placed upon the Libyan 
population and prevent some of the mass displacement that was avowed 
Italian policy.  Concurrently, Omar al-Mukhtar’s strategic skill, and the 
tactical flexibility and combat experience of the Senussi rebels, allowed them 
to fight for seven years before the Italians made significant progress.147  
Given the slow pace of “Pacification”, Mussolini dispatched avowed fascist 
Rodolfo Grazzani to Libya, who accelerated atrocities, constructed 
concentration camps, and sought to break Libyan will.148  Most critically, he 
realised that the Senussi, despite British unwillingness to provide support, 
had used western Egypt as a base throughout the war, allowing the insurgency 
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to reconstitute despite tactical setbacks.  Thus, he constructed the Frontier 
Wire, a nearly 300 kilometre long defensive line to control the Libyan-
Egyptian and Libyan-Sudanese borders.149  The British lodged no protest.  
With this network, the Italians quickly halted Senussi resupply, ultimately 
captured and hanged Omar al-Mukhtar, and broke Senussi resistance.150  By 
1934, Cyrenaica, the historical base of Senussi power and the heartland of the 
resistance, had fallen to Italian imperial conquest. 

From Exile to Independence: 

Idris then spent five long years in exile in British Egypt with no apparent 
hope of reclaiming Libyan independence.  However, geopolitical events 
would once again offer the Senussi an opportunity to throw off the Italian 
yoke, reclaim Libyan autonomy, and defend the Libyan population. 

The hardest years came between 1932 and 1935.  Italy had destroyed the 
Senussi resistance and occupied Libya completely.  By the World War, over 
150,000 Italians had moved to Libya, primarily agrarian colonists, which 
constituted a quarter of the country’s population.151  The Italians poured 
investment into the country, with Mussolini making it his pet colonial project, 
and idealised crown jewel in a new Roman Empire.  In 1940, Italian Libya 
was integrated into the mainland’s political structure, much as the French had 
done in Algeria, while denying native Libyans Italian citizenship.152 

In 1935, British-Italian cooperation reached its apex with the Stresa Front, a 
tripartite Franco-Anglo-Italian pact aimed at maintaining the extant 
European balance and containing an expansionist Hitler.153  Despite his 
abject savagery in Libya, Mussolini was still viewed as a great European 
statesman, and the Italian military one of the continent’s finest forces.  When 
the Stresa agreement was formalised in April 1935, it appeared that Mussolini 
had succeeded in making Italy, once again, a respected European great 
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power.154 

Mussolini, however, had used British and French fear of Hitler to secure his 
European interests in preparation for another colonial adventure.  Italy had 
planned to invade Ethiopia for months before the Stresa conference, and had 
begun shifting the bulk of Italian military forces to Italian Eritrea and 
Somaliland.155  But Hitler’s pan-German rhetoric clearly implied designs 
against Austria, while Austrian absorption into a new German Reich would 
have left Italy vulnerable to continental pressure.156  The Franco-Italian 
agreement, and in turn the Stresa Front, allowed Italy to deter German action, 
using its partnership with France and Britain to restrain Germany.  Mussolini 
allegedly raised his colonial objectives with the British before the conference 
– as they did not object publicly during three-party negotiations, Mussolini 
expected little resistance to his adventure.  London and Paris, he thought, 
would accept Italian aggrandisement in Africa in return for a stable European 
balance.157 

Britain ultimately opposed the invasion: Foreign Secretary Anthony Eden 
indicated British displeasure in June 1935.158  Mussolini, however, judged the 
Royal Navy incapable of a major blockade, and discounted the likelihood of 
British intervention.  In turn, the Anglo-German Naval Agreement, by which 
the British accepted German naval rearmament, angered France, reducing the 
odds of Anglo-French cooperation against Italy. 159 Thus, after a nearly year 
long buildup, Italy invaded Ethiopia in early October 1935. 

Mussolini was right in a critical respect: neither France, nor Britain, nor any 
European power offered serious opposition to the war.  The Baldwin 
government’s official policy, “All Measures Short of War”, merely 
emboldened Mussolini.   Mussolini’s adventurism did cause an irreparable 
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rupture in Anglo-Italian and Franco-Italian relations.  The League of Nations 
imposed sanctions with little practical effect.  However, Italy’s subsequent 
withdrawal from the League prevented a reconciliation between Rome, Paris, 
and London.160  In time, this would give Idris the political-diplomatic space 
necessary to resurrect the Senussi’s ties with the British. 

Idris had maintained contacts with Tripolitanian and Cyrenaican political 
leaders, and by 1939-1940 had ensured his place as Libya’s primary 
diplomatic interlocutor with the great powers.  As war began, Idris lobbied 
for a Senussi-Libyan alliance with the British.  Italian victory would simply 
solidify fascist control over the country, and lead to more degradation of the 
Libyan people.  Libya’s only hope was Allied victory.161 

Warfare, however, had changed much since Italy’s conquest of Libya.  While 
Senussi veterans gathered to Idris’ banner, forming a five battalion volunteer 
unit, they lacked the training to use modern armoured vehicles in high-speed 
combat over open desert ground.  The Senussi’s experience in the desert did 
make them useful securing crucial logistical depots and supply hubs during 
the North African campaign.  Nevertheless, with the exception of one 
battalion that fought at Tobruk, they saw no active combat. 

When the war ended in 1945, Libya’s political situation was uncertain.  
Although Italy legally controlled the country, the Western Allies were 
unwilling to allow a post-fascist Italian state to monopolise Libya.  Initially 
Britain, France, and Italy planned to partition the country under a UN 
mandate, ceding Cyrenaica to Britain, Fezzan – bordering French Algeria – 
to France, and Tripolitania to Italy.162  However, the Libyan people strongly 
objected to this plan, while the United States and Soviet Union, for their 
distinct ideological reasons, refused to permit a continuing colonial presence 
in the country.  Moreover, from the American perspective, absent division 
and a mandate, Libya needed a single ruler.  Otherwise, the Soviets could be 
expected to co-opt Libyan political figures and expand their influence in 
north Africa. 
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As we have seen it is entirely untrue that united rule was alien to Libya.  The 
Senussi never controlled the country as formal political rulers, but since the 
mid 19th century, the Order’s successive leaders had managed its affairs as an 
informal confederation with themselves as first-among-equals.  The Senussi 
retained respect and popularity amongst Libyans from every region for their 
central role in resisting French and Italian colonialism.  And given the 
brutality Italy had inflicted upon the country, Idris and his Senussi 
compatriots were the only individuals with enough political capital, and 
enough contact with foreign powers, to lead an independent post-war Libya.  
The Senussi dominated Libyan-generated independence plans, and served as 
the country’s diplomatic interlocutors over six years of negotiations.  Finally, 
a UN General Assembly resolution in 1949 recognised a future Kingdom of 
Libya under Idris’ rule. 

We may now turn to that kingdom – first its establishment, then its 
geopolitical circumstances, and finally its downfall. 
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CHAPTER FOUR 

The Coming Typhoon: 1951-1969 

 
After nearly a century and a half of political and social development, the 
Senussi finally established a formal state in Libya, a state they hoped would 
be capable of protecting the Libyan people from foreign domination and 
affording them liberty alongside authentic religious practice.  Libyan dictator 
Muammar Gaddafi made a point throughout his reign of demonising the 
Senussi and modifying the historical record, creating a narrative that served 
his own tyrannical purposes.  This section will correct the record, explaining 
the broader social forces that spawned the 1969 coup alongside the contingent 
factors that triggered it.  

This section will have three parts: first a discussion of the 1951 Constitution’s 
merits; second a description of a particularly controversial incident, the 1952 
Libyan Elections; and third, an identification of regional external currents as 
the drivers of Libyan coup.  In the event, the coup’s success stemmed from 
systemic ideological and political shifts throughout the Islamic world, rather 
than primarily structural issues within the Libyan state, misgovernance, or 
corruption. 

First, the 1951 Constitution was an extremely apt document for its context.  
It contains Western-style separation of powers elements alongside the 
preservation of traditional Islamic values.  Most strikingly, it is not designed 
for a continuous monarchy.  The Senussi were not a royal family in the Saudi, 
Iraqi, or Jordanian sense, or tribal leaders akin to Emirati sheikhs.  The 
constitution reflects this, building in political space for the development of 
democratic institutions. 

Second, the 1952 elections would define Libyan political culture, considering 
Idris’ decision to prohibit political parties.  Closer analysis indicates that his 
decision, while ultimately mistaken, was intelligible in context, and stemmed 
from a concrete recognition of the threat partisanship would pose the nascent 
Libyan state. 
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Third, the greatest challenge to Libyan stability was the Arab Nationalist 
typhoon that emerged in the mid 1950s.  Arab Nationalism gained currency 
literally right next door to Libya, taking power in Egypt, and then spreading 
like a virus throughout the Arab-Islamic world.  By 1960, Arab Nationalism 
seemed to be the wave of the future.  The intensification of the Arab 
Nationalist movement jeopardised nearly every Middle Eastern regime, and 
explains the social forces that gave the Libyan plotters space to topple the 
monarchy.  The Israel question became central to Arab political 
consciousness, and Nasser built a regional cult of personality.  Gaddafi’s 
political manoeuvring after the coup demonstrates the role Arab Nationalism 
played in his rise to power, and concurrently, the hollowness of its promises 
when compared to monarchical stability and political functionality. 

The 1951 Constitution: 

The emergence of an independent Libyan state demanded a political 
framework for the situation at hand.  The Libyan constitution was a reflection 
of its historical circumstance.  Nevertheless, it adapts liberal, progressive 
elements into an Islamic context, an unsurprising development given the 
Senussi’s historical experience.  This brief recapitulation and adumbration of 
the 1951 Constitution demonstrates its inextricable link with the Senussi 
regime that ruled Libya, and reveals it as the natural outgrowth of 150 years 
of socio-political development, not a foreign imposition hostile to Islamic 
society and culture. 

Others have analysed the 1951 Constitution in depth.  Our purpose here, 
rather, is to identify the centrality of the Senussi within that constitution. 

The constitution’s preamble is key to understanding it.163  Naturally, the 
Senussi will be imbued within the constitution as a hereditary monarchy.  
Early modern political thought makes much of the distinction between the 
sovereign and the government.164  The sovereign is the supreme political 
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authority, while the government executes political actions in this capacity, but 
remains entirely dependent upon the sovereign for its authority. 

Beginning with Rousseau, European political thought embraced the idea that 
sovereign states could “give” themselves to monarchs fully-formed.165  We 
see this occur in nationalist movements throughout the late 19th century, 
particularly in southeastern Europe.166  The Bulgarian parliament elected 
Alexander Joseph, a Lombardo-Venetian born member of the House of 
Battenberg, as its first prince upon its de facto independence.167  The Romanian 
political elite selected Prince Karl of Hohenzollern-Sigmaringen as the 
country’s head of state in 1866, although the future King Carol I had no 
Romanian ancestry, did not speak the language, belonged to a branch of the 
Prussian ruling house, and who allegedly had never heard of Romania before 
he was offered the crown.168  The Greek parliament elected a 17 year old, 
Danish-born prince – formally “Prince William of Schleswig-Holstein-
Sonderburg-Glücksburg” – as its king in 1863.169  Of course, international 
political considerations were influential.  Selecting a king in the 19th century 
had clear relevance to the balance of power.  Nevertheless, the point still 
stands: states frequently selected monarchs, with some substantive political 
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capacity, who had no relation to their national history, culture, or language. 

The Libyan case, by contrast, does not identify a Libyan nation beyond or 
absent the Senussi.  The people of Libya, in the constitution’s preamble, are 
qualified as from “Cyrenaica, Tripolitania, and Fezzan”, again Libya’s primary 
geographic regions.170  They agree to “form a union”, not in general, but in 
particular, under “the Crown of King Mohammed Idris el-Senussi”.  
Although the nation “offers” him the crown, linguistically speaking, it is 
obvious that the constitution of the Libyan nation cannot be understood 
absent King Idris, and in turn, the Senussi’s role in Libyan history.171  This 
mutual relationship is reflected in the monarch’s quite literal oath of office, 
witnessed by the Libyan people as embodied in the representative 
legislature.172 

The constitution enshrines broad civil and religious protections alongside 
enshrining Islam as the new state’s religion.  These aspects are not in tension.  
Libya was and remains overwhelmingly Islamic.  But the Senussi always 
accepted heterodoxy, as long as the Islamic practice in question did not 
degenerate into heresy, that is, as long as Islamic practice did not become so 
warped as it become unrecognisable.  The Senussi mission, moreover, was 
primarily personal and communal, not doctrinal.  Nor did the Senussi 
emphasise a specific interpretation of Islamic law.  Thus, it is unsurprising 
that the Libyan constitution, under a Senussi king, included protections for 
individual rights explicitly independent of religion or confessional 
denomination.173  The 1951 Constitution also extended the franchise to 
women, some two decades before Swiss women could vote federally.174 

The greatest criticism one can level at the constitution, from a structural 
perspective, is that the Libyan judiciary was not completely independent of 
the monarchy.  Judges were appointed by decree, ostensibly by the monarch, 
and swore oaths to the monarch, rather than to the state.  However, given 
the underdeveloped nature of Libya’s political culture, it is reasonable that 
the constitutional order turned to the monarchy to appoint judges.  As in 
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traditional societies, the ruler played a clear juridical role, standing beyond 
factional disputes and dispensing justice fairly.  Considering the 
circumstances, it is difficult to imagine a different solution. 

More generally, the Libyan 1951 Constitution was unheard of in the Arab 
world, and remains so today.  The nub of the issue is not simply its robust 
protections for individual rights and freedom of religion and conscience.  
Rather, we must evaluate the question structurally. 

Beyond the Kingdom of Libya, two types of regimes existed, and exist, in the 
Arab world.  On the one hand stand Saudi Arabia, the United Arab Emirates, 
and Kuwait.  Each polity is relatively stable.  But each is essentially a 
replication of tribal assabiyah on a larger scale.175  The tribal sheikh becomes 
the modern king, but rules the polity in a manner identical to the tribe.  In 
some cases this is functional.  The UAE is the clearest example of this.176  
The state is a federation of seven previously independent tribal units.  Each 
has its own emir, who intentionally term themselves sheikhs.  Together they 
elect a monarch to preside over the collective.  It is quite literally a tribal 
confederation with the trappings of a post-Westphalian state.  Saudi Arabia 
is more hybridised.  The House of Saud conquered the Arabian Peninsula, 
and has since vacillated between traditional and modern modes of rule, with 
Mohammed Bin Salman’s actions constituting the re-consolidation of state 
power against tribal systems.177  Nevertheless, the royal family functions as a 
large ruling clan or tribe.  Even Jordan, arguably the most stable – and most 
liberal – of the Arab monarchies remains a hybrid tribal regime.  The 
Hashemites rule because of the support of the Bedouin population, and the 
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monarchy’s ability to distance itself from specific policy choices.178 

The only alternative to evolved tribal rule is an Arab variant of fascism.179  
Nasser’s version was the first.  Nasser need not have read fascist texts to have 
replicated a fascist regime.180  As in Italy, the revolutionary regime 
institutionalised state power beyond state organs, both in the army and 
through a succession of personalised political parties.  As in Italy, external 
expansion and historical-national grievance dominated policy concerns.  And 
as in Italy, a secret police ruthlessly eliminated dissent.  The fact that 
Nasserism incorporates elements of socialism demonstrates does not 
contradict a fascist typology: fascism itself, as discussed above, had socialist 
roots, and its ideologically flexible.  Syrian and Iraqi Baathism were similar 
regimes, albeit particularly in the latter case more brutal and bloodthirsty.  
There are no other alternatives to evolved tribal rule in the Arab Middle East. 

Libya’s 1951 Constitution, however, addressed specifically the possibilities of 
state corruption, rather than legalising such corruption as is common 
throughout the region.  Ministers, for example, were barred from sitting on 
corporate boards or running businesses while in office.  Nor could they direct 
companies towards lucrative contract bids.181  Nor may any member of the 
Libyan royal house hold ministerial duties, preventing the development of 
quasi-tribal power systems.182 
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In 1956, moreover, a Royal Decree reorganised and clarified the line of 
succession.183  As Idris had no biological children who survived childhood, 
upon his accession to the throne he selected his brother Mohammed al-Rida, 
as his Crown Prince.  After Mohammed al-Rida’s death, Idris appointed 
Hassan as his Crown Prince.  The Royal Decree clearly states that, if Idris 
had no heirs, the line of Libya’s royal house would pass exclusively to Crown 
Prince Hassan and his descendants.  Given that Idris, again, died without 
biological heirs, Crown Prince Hassan’s lineage is the only valid bloodline of 
the Libyan throne. 

Libya’s unique nature, as expressed through its constitution, relevant decrees, 
and amendments, helps explain the visceral antipathy many in the region held 
towards the Senussi monarchy.  The Libyan Kingdom’s constitution, as 
demonstrated above, institutionalised the monarch but also separated him 
from civil society, made monarchy the core of the Libyan state but only 
alongside a robust representative culture.  This was, and remains, unheard of 
throughout the Middle East. 

The 1952 Elections: 

Equally critical to the constitution, however, were the immediate 
developments within Libya after independence, particularly after its first 
elections.  The events of 1952 defined Libyan politics, and compelled Idris 
to make a political calculation that, in the long-term, likely was a mistake.184  
During the rest of his reign, Idris attempted to modify the situation he created 
by banning political parties.  However, given the circumstances, his choice to 
do so prevented serious bloodshed. 

Idris appointed his first prime minister, Mahmud al-Muntasir, in 29 March 
1951, several months before Libya’s formal independence declaration.  
However, there were as of yet no elections.  Traditional tribal agreements and 
local electoral systems still defined Libyan politics – in the long-term, these 
were not fit for a structured state.  Thus, Libya held its first elections on 19 
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February 1952, under two months after the independence declaration.185 

Only two blocs contested the election, the Congress Party, which opposed 
al-Muntasir’s premiership, and the Independents, who supported it.  The 
Congress Party predictably drew its support from Tripolitania, the region 
least affiliated with the Senussi – and, we should remember, the only region 
known for anti-Semitism in Libya before Pan-Arabism gained cultural 
cache.186 

Even before the election, Congress Party confronted the government, 
demanding that their candidates be present in polling areas in major cities, a 
practice not enshrined in Libyan law.  When their demands were denied, 
rioting began.  In the event, Congress Party won only eight seats, all in 
Tripolitania.  They predictably accused the government of fraud. 

Mathematically speaking, however, the returns make intuitive sense.  Tripoli 
in 1952 had a population of around 125,000, Libya around 1.089 million.187  
Tripolitania was likely Libya’s most populous region.  However, apart from 
Tripoli, Tripolitania’s other cities were relatively small, and remain far smaller 
than Tripoli.  The 1964 UN Demographic Yearbook, for example, lists only 
two cities, Benghazi and Tripoli, as having a population over 100,000.188  As 
of the 1954 census, 11.9% of the Libyan population as in areas of over 
100,000 inhabitants, a share that by 1959 grew only to 15%.189   

 
185 This electoral timetable was remarkably quick.  Libya’s neighbour, Egypt, 

held elections two years after the Kingdom was formed.  In contemporary 
contexts, it took Iraq around a year to move from temporary to organise 
elections and move the country to Transitional Administration.  Afghanistan 
took nearly three years.  Idris might have solidified the Libyan state by 
postponing elections for at least several months.  However, one suspects that 
the US, considering its persistent antipathy towards Europhilic monarchies, 
would have objected to a delay. 
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Hard census records and voting rolls before the 1980s are difficult to access.  
However, modern Tripolitania’s population distribution is drastically 
different than historically: until the early 2010s, Tripoli was six to ten times 
larger than Misrata, and similarly sized proportionally to other Tripolitanian 
cities.190   

Moreover, prior to the discovery of oil in 1959, Libya remained general poor 
and rural, reducing the urban population in Tripolitania, thereby modifying 
electorate distribution.191  Even so, taking together the estimated population 
of Tripolitania’s urban areas, and comparing that to Libya’s broader 
population – assuming each area’s electorate roughly reflected its population 
– Congress Party’s Tripolitanian urban base constituted approximately 14.2% 
of Libyans, while Congress Party won 14.5% of seats in parliament. 

Naturally, we must accept that no hard evidence exists to vindicate the 
government, again given the paucity of records from pre-1959 Libya, and in 
truth, from pre-1980s Libya.  Nevertheless, we should not simply accept 
accusations of fraud against the Senussi, King Idris, and the new government 
simply because of anti-monarchical bias.  The limited evidence we have, along 
with simple logic, makes widespread fraud unlikely. 

It should also be recognised that, after the September 1969 coup, Gaddafi 
sought to charge those in power under the old regime with electoral fraud.  
This choice generated a deep historical irony.  Gaddafi and his compatriots 
had come to power absent elections, hence how could they charge Idris and 
the Senussi with electoral fraud?  The Colonel’s response, best expressed in 
a discussion with university students in Benghazi, was that the “revolution” 
constituted an expression of popular will.  Not only, therefore, was an 
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election or referendum irrelevant, but any actions the revolutionary regime 
took necessarily accorded with democratic intentions.  One suspects that 
Gaddafi’s early deployment of the electoral fraud charge helped popularise 
the thesis, which has now attained the status of conventional wisdom. 

Nevertheless, rioting began in Tripoli and Tripolitania’s other major cities.  
Realising that the new regime could face a legitimacy crisis, and considering 
historical enmity between members of the Tripolitanian elite and the Senussi, 
King Idris and Mahmud al-Muntasir acted quickly.  They suppressed the riots 
and limited violence – only five were killed and fifty injured.  They then 
identified the instigators, the Congress Party’s leadership, and deeming them 
threats to the state, exiled them from Libya.  Exile was a mercy characteristic 
of Idris and the Senussi.  However, by deporting the majority of Congress 
Party leaders to Egypt, including its leader Beshir Bey Sadawi, Idris 
unintentionally placed his most public opposition in Gamal Abdel Nasser’s 
backyard. 

By suppressing the riots, Idris had ensured stability.  Moreover, Idris did not 
dissolve parliament, nor did he interfere particularly in public affairs, instead 
preferring to allow the prime minister to govern.  From the first government 
onward, Idris would routinely spend the summer months in one of his rural 
lodges, as far from the Libyan parliament as possible.  The King, when asked 
why he avoided political engagement for so long, responded that he wished 
to give the prime minister space to govern.192  The monarch hovering over an 
elected official would simply stifle political development.  Indeed, much of 
Idris’ supposed reticence to engage in politics stemmed from an 
understanding of representative government, not an other-worldliness 
encouraged by his religious pursuits.  Given Idris’ multi-decade leadership of 
the Senussi order, and his persistent role as Libya’s international interlocutor 
from 1917 to 1951, it would be rather bizarre for Idris to withdraw from 
political life after becoming king. 

However, Idris did make one polarising and transformative choice during his 
response to the 1952 riots, one that deserves significant analysis.  As stated 
above, Congress Party was the only organised political movement in the 
country at the time.  All other candidates, and the prime minister, were 

 
192 Interview with Faiz Gebril, 6 February 2022, conducted by Harry Halem. 



THE SENUSSI DYNASTY: THE FAMILY THAT MADE LIBYA 

59 

independents, albeit loosely affiliated with one-another through their support 
for the monarchy and the extant government.  Moreover, the initial Libyan 
political system was federal, devolving significant power to provincial 
governors, which in time would spark budgetary fights between the central 
government and the regions.  In this context, Idris deemed it too dangerous 
to allow political parties.  As only Tripolitania would organise a political party, 
it would become a vehicle for instability.  Idris’ choice, however, to refrain 
from establishing a monarchical party demonstrates his restrained intentions: 
he simply wished to avoid severe internal unrest while Libya found its feet as 
an independent state. 

This choice deserves deeper explication.  Again, there are limited records 
from this time indicating who actually made the decision to preclude political 
parties.  However, oral evidence demonstrates that Idris, in consultation with 
his closest advisors – particularly those in the security services – decided 
collectively on the ban.193 

Before moving further, we should identify precisely the legal nature of this 
injunction.  The 1951 Constitution enshrines the right to political 
organisations.  But the text of the Constitution is specific: 

Individuals shall have the right to address public authorities by 
means of letters signed by them in connection with matters which 
concern them but only organised bodies or justice persons my 
address the authorities on behalf of a number of persons.194 

The elimination of political parties did not extend to political organisations.  
Libyans had the right, as enshrined in Article 27, to form political 
organisations.  Parties, however, were deemed unique. 

Explaining this decision intellectually requires, again, grasping Libya’s social 
facts in 1952.  The new Libyan state was an expression of the popular will, 
insofar as Libyans, like all peoples, wished to be free and to govern 
themselves as Arabs and Muslims.  However, deep divisions remained between 
parts of the Libyan state, divisions that retained their importance throughout 
Gaddafi’s rule and during the civil wars.  Tribal systems, moreover, had 
acclimated the Libyan people to local self-governance, but given them no 
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experience in the administrative tasks of the modern state.  Idris’ objective, 
through the constitutional framework, was to acclimate the Libyan 
population to representative rule, the sine qua non of modern democratic 
governance.  Democracy had to be embraced as a process, not an end state.  
This involved fundamentally developing the character of the new country – 
a country that was created by a constitution, rather than by an individual, tribe 
or political party, unlike literally every other state in the Arab world at the 
time and since. 

Libya in 1952, once again, had been ravaged by Italy’s multi-decade brutal 
occupation.  It was poor.  The population was largely illiterate – the Senussi 
universities that had educated thousands of Libyans in the late 19th and early 
20th centuries were closed during the Italian occupation.195  Disease ravaged 
the largely rural population.  The new state, if it was to support a 
representative system, had to address these issues first.  Over time, ideally 
across several decades of development, it could inculcate the habits necessary 
for representative government across all social classes, eventually creating a 
nation worthy of independence and self-governance. 

The political parties in 1952, however, were not parties in a socially 
productive sense.  Regionalism and factionalism were part of the issue: the 
most coherent “opposition” parties asserted narrow Tripolitanian interests 
against that of the political whole.  But more importantly, these parties did 
not represent the popular will, even in the regions for which the purported 
to advocate.  They represented individuals or small cliques with their 
parochial interests.  Congress Party was in reality a loose coalition of nine 
Tripolitanian parties, each beholden to a specific leader or group. 

A factionalised, personalised partisan environment makes foreign 
penetration highly likely.  Founded Western monarchies struggled with this 
issue throughout the 19th century.  Newly-independence Greece had three 
parties, explicitly aligned with British, Russian, or French interests.  The 
geopolitical situation at the time encouraged foreign meddling, as the Soviet 
Union sought to expand its power in the Near East and North Africa.  Prior 
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to independence, the Soviets recommended dividing the country into three 
trusteeships, assigning itself Tripolitania, Cyrenaica to the UK, and Fezzan to 
France. 

But the victorious great powers were not the only states with interests in 
Libya.  Italy’s armistice with the Western Allies made it a co-belligerent 
against the Axis.  The Italian Co-Belligerent Army included over 200,000 
soldiers – by some estimates, Italian soldiers comprised a quarter of Allied 
forces in Italy.196  In 1945, the Italian political class did not see itself as leaders 
of a defeated nation.  Italy was rather a member of the victorious coalition, 
with a right to the spoils of war.  Naturally, it could not demand the same 
benefits as France, the UK, the US, or the Soviets.  It could, however, seek 
to reclaim Italian territories that Mussolini’s imprudent alliance with Hitler 
had ripped from Italy’s grasp.  Ethiopia was too geographically distant to be 
reclaimed.  Libya was not.   

Indeed, given the complexity of negotiations over Libya, France even 
suggested returning Libya to Italy to eliminate it as an international question.  
Tens of thousands of Italians who had settled in Libya still lived in the 
country, providing Italy access to the new state.197  Tripolitanian elites, who 
as discussed above had resisted the Senussi previously, may have been 
tempted to accept Italian support to advance their parochial interests.  
Moreover, Italy’s reputation had been fully rehabilitated by 1952.  Post-
Fascist Italy was a founding NATO member.198  As long as it respected 
American and British military interests in Libya, one could expect 
Washington and London to refrain from resisting an attempt to penetrate the 
new country.  Thus, the choice to eliminate political parties stemmed as much 
from the monarchy’s fear of internal instability as from the high probability 
of foreign penetration. 

Despite its logic, the choice to eliminate parties was likely a mistake.  
Establishing representative political structures requires acclimating a 
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population to multiple levels of mediation.199  Libya’s tribal nature, contrary 
to standard Western opinion, did provide its citizens with a sense of 
responsibility for self-governance.  Moreover, the Senussi’s historical 
connections resonated with Libyans from every region, and in most tribes, 
given their role in Libya over the previous 150 years.  But without political 
parties, the Libyan people would have difficulty associating themselves with 
the nation, rather than simply the monarchy.200  Once Arab Nationalism swept 
across the Middle East, this would prove a mortal danger to the Libyan polity, 
and allow Gaddafi to sweep to power on a wave of false promises and 
duplicities. 

Arab Nationalism and Oil Wealth, 1952-1969: 

As an independent ruler, Idris was charged with defending the new Libyan 
state, a task the Senussi had fulfilled for 150 years prior, but in different 
circumstances.  Indeed, it is geopolitical circumstances that circumscribed and 
defined Idris’ actions, much as they had his predecessors’ political activities.  
We must contextualise Libya, therefore in the broader Middle East, and 
recognise the twin forces that would lead to its destabilisation and 
disintegration: Arab Nationalism and the unexpected discover of oil reserves. 

Arab Nationalism emerged from a small group of Middle Eastern 
intellectuals, primarily Levantine, in the early 1910s.201  The British 
government was overwhelmingly responsible for accelerating its spread, 
given its developing anti-Ottomanism, affinity towards Arab religious 
leadership, and belief that Arab ideological-religious dominance would lead 
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to a secular, national evolution in the Middle East.202  These same impulses 
prompted the British to engage with the Grand Sharif, Hussein al-Hashemi, 
leading to the contradictions of the Sykes-Picot agreement and the 
contradictory pledges the British made to Arab and Jewish leadership. 

Libya was the last kingdom the British backed in the Middle East.  Iraq 
legitimately was created out of whole cloth – having failed to shepherd a pan-
Arab kingdom into existence, the British imposed the same strategy on the 
Mosul, Baghdad, and Basra Viyalets.203  British support for the Egyptian 
monarchy was less contrived.  The Mohammed Ali dynasty had ruled Egypt 
since the early 19th century, when their predecessor, an Albanian-born 
Ottoman general, became de facto military dictator.  Despite, however, the 
British-drafted Egyptian “declaration of independence” in 1922, the country 
remained firmly under British control, albeit with a greater degree of 
domestic autonomy.204  The House of Saud received British support in the 
Hejaz, ultimately transforming a tribal network into a formal state in 1932.205  
In each case, the political regime was either weak and brittle or fundamentally 
underdeveloped, more closely resembling a tribal confederacy ruled by a 
traditional chieftain than an institutionalised polity. 

With the collapse of the Ottoman Empire and the creation of these new 
political units, a gap existed between local and national identity.  Ottoman 
rule had allowed imperial subjects to hold multiple, contradictory affiliations 
in mind: one could be a Muslim, Ottoman, Syrian, and Damascene 
concurrently.  The imposed European state system upended the balance.  
Arab Nationalists exploited this.  They sold a mythologised history of the 
Arab peoples, arguing that they constituted a single nation, artificially divided 
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by colonial rule.206  Throughout the World War, the most violent Arab 
Nationalists sided with the Axis, directing their hatred against the British and 
French, particularly given the latter’s endorsement of a Jewish state.207 

The Arab Nationalist moment, however, arrived in 1952, just four months 
after Libya’s first election.  The Free Officers Movement, a collection of Arab 
Nationalists in the Egyptian military dissatisfied with Egypt’s dependence 
upon the British and French, staged a coup, deposing the Mohammed Ali 
dynasty and establishing a republic.208  Two years later, Gamal Abdel Nasser, 
a lieutenant-colonel central to the 1952 coup, ousted Egypt’s first president 
by alleging his support for the Muslim Brotherhood.209 

Nasser immediately became a star in the Arab world.  A master showman in 
the manner of Mussolini, Nasser nationalised the Suez Canal in 1956, and 
spun a political-military defeat into a resounding propaganda victory, with 
significant help from a strategically irrational United States and calculating 
Soviet Union.210  Indeed, from the 1956 Suez Crisis onward, Arab 
Nationalism and Nasserism become inextricably linked, while both the 
general movement and its specific iteration adopted socialist rhetoric, 
creating a hybrid ideology equal parts anti-colonial, Islamist, and 
nationalist.211  Two years later, another Free Officers Movement in Iraq 
overthrew the monarchy, murdering the Iraqi royal family.  Egypt and Syria 
joined together in the United Arab Republic, and created a confederation 
with North Yemen shortly after.  Iraq’s revolution and the diplomatic 
expansion of Nasser’s control made his domination seem unstoppable.212 

Libya became an obvious target for Arab Nationalist predation.  It became 
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immediately apparent as early as 1953 that Egypt would target Libya for 
economic and political absorption, quite possibly because of the Senussi’s 
enemies who still lived within the country.  Moreover, Libya’s geopolitical 
position made it central in the growing Cold War.  The Soviet Union sought 
access to the world ocean, which its geographic position denied it.  By 
contrast, controlling the global maritime commons was the greatest single 
advantage the US, NATO, and the US’ non-European allies held over the 
Eastern Bloc.213  The Suez Canal remained a global trade hub, and the central 
Mediterranean a vital nexus between Indian Ocean and Euro-Atlantic trade.  
Thus, the US and UK maintained military bases in Libya after it declared 
independence, providing support to the Senussi monarchy and Libyan 
state.214  The alliance, of course, cut both ways.  Libya concluded a twenty-
year alliance with the British in 1953, wary of future Egyptian predation.  
Additionally, while the US and UK did offer economic and military support 
to Libya, their most important role was acting as political-diplomatic 
guarantors.  The US, in particular, supported Libya internationally, and was 
its primary great-power benefactor during UN debates in the late 1940s.215  
Libya’s affiliation with the US and UK allowed it to access a broader 
European network, including NATO members France, Greece, Italy, and 
Turkey.  Nevertheless, Libya cannot be considered an American or British 
proxy or puppet: Libya received only limited economic support and attention 
from the US and Europe, particularly compared with the attention paid to 
Israel and Egypt over time. 

The 1959 discovery of oil, however, intensified internal issues, rather than 
reducing them.  The Esso Oil Company, a division of Standard Oil, 
discovered significant petroleum reserves in Libya in 1959.  The country 
immediately became a major oil exporter by virtue of geography and quality.  
France and Italy became Italy’s primary export partners.  Additionally, Libyan 
oil was and remains remarkably high quality, and requires only a limited 
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refining process.  Oil triggered an economic transformation216 that shocked 
the Libyan state.217 

The government capitalised, siphoning off oil revenues to fund domestic 
construction projects and improve standards of living.  However, the 
provinces and central government continuously fought over new funds.  As 
a result, in 1963 Libya was converted into a unitary state, with centrally 
appointed governors replacing local leaders. 

Given King Idris’ abolition of political parties, this limited the Libyan 
people’s ability to practice actual politics, while converting any political 
grievances into national grievances.  Agricultural production also declined, 
generating adverse economic and social effects across the country.  
Meanwhile, Nasserism’s political and social influence only grew.  Anecdotal 
evidence indicates that Libyan children studied from Egyptian textbooks that 
glorified Nasser and espoused Arab Nationalist thought. 

Idris recognised the growing power of Arab Nationalism and attempted to 
get out ahead of it.  We should note that, by the mid-1960s, Idris exercised 
power jointly with his heir and nephew, Crown Prince Hassan el-Senussi, 
who effectively ruled the country in his uncle’s stead by the 1969 coup.  Idris’ 
government renegotiated the terms of basing agreements with the British and 
Americans, forcing them to depart earlier than expected – the British 
effectively left the country by 1966, while the Americans maintained only a 
limited presence until 1970. 

Nevertheless, Idris refused to engage in political irrationalities and ally 
himself with the Arab Nationalists, particularly in their mission to destroy the 
Israeli state.  Libya never established diplomatic relations with Israel, and 
anti-Semitic incidents did occur in Tripoli, but the Libyan government never 
pursued a consistently anti-Semitic policy, and in general did not make the 
Palestinian Question central to its foreign policy.  This allowed it to avoid the 
disaster of 1967.  In a deep historical irony, this backfired.  Idris was 
increasingly portrayed as a tool of Western imperialism with no domestic 
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agency. 

In turn, the oil economy transformed into a political danger, a common 
theme in countries with recently-discovered resource deposits.218  It attracted 
men like Gaddafi who sought to capitalise on Libya’s newfound economic 
explosion – the 1969 coup stemmed as much from greed than from 
nationalist fervour.219 

Gaddafi’s subsequent actions are well-documented.  However, for our 
purposes, it is worth noting that the “bloodless coup” on 1 September 1969 
did require a wholesale clean-out of Libyan political and military structures.  
Gaddafi and his compatriots sacked every administrator who did not comply, 
and cashiered every military officer above the rank of major.220 

From our current vantage point, the decision to eliminate political parties did, 
then prove to be a crucial mistake in Idris’ reign.  Perhaps if Libya had a more 
robust national-participatory culture, there would have been more open 
opposition to the coup, or even prior to it, a more robust national and local 
dialogue on country’s newfound oil wealth.  Nevertheless, it is entirely 
unsurprising that an Arab Nationalist movement emerged in Libya, again, 
Egypt’s neighbour and one of the few remaining explicitly pro-Western 
monarchies in the Middle East at the time. 

However, Idris’ mistake should not discount the remarkable role the Senussi 
– and he – played in forming modern Libya.  Gaddafi owed the very idea of 
Libya to the Senussi, despite his complete negation and bastardisation of the 
concept. 

More broadly, we can accept that the Senussi’s inability to defeat the Italians 
in the 1922-1934 War did damage their credibility.  By shifting from a 
religious-social to a religious political mission, the Senussi were to be judged 
against the standard of power.  Failure demonstrated their weakness, giving 
other actors the political space to gain support in Libya, particularly in 
Tripolitania, which remained a continuous issue for the Senussi throughout 
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their rule in Libya, and which would have been resolved had the Italians not 
invaded.  However, this does not obviate the Senussi’s appeal in the rest of 
Libya, and their critical historical role in the constitution of the Libyan state. 

 

 
King Mohammad Idris bin Mohammad al Mahdi el-Senussi, King of the 

United Kingdom of Libya  (1951-1969)
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CHAPTER FIVE  

PROSPECTS FOR MONARCHICAL RESTORATION 

 
Although King Idris and his nephew, Crown Prince Hassan, were deposed 
in Gaddafi’s 1969 coup, the Libyan royal line has continued.  It is worth 
tracing, albeit briefly, the Senussi experience after the 1969 coup to 
demonstrate the viability of Senussi participation in Libyan political 
reconstruction. 

Gaddafi staged his coup while King Idris was out of the country, receiving 
medical treatment in Turkey.  Hassan held increasing power, and effectively 
exercised monarchical duties, but Idris remained a relevant political figure.  
However, King Idris intended to abdicate in the near future due to his 
advanced age – he was 79 in 1969, whereas Crown Prince Hassan was 41.  
Thus, the coup’s timing was strategically planned.  Gaddafi could prevent 
Hassan’s ascent to power, preempting a younger, more energetic monarch 
that could galvanise the Libyan people.  He physically split Hassan and Idris, 
allowing him to bring pressure on the former more directly.  Moreover, Idris 
could not return to Libya after September 1969.  Gaddafi organised a show-
trial in the Libyan People’s Court, convicting King Idris of various crimes 
and sentencing him to death in absentia.  Idris eventually settled in Cairo, dying 
in 1983. 

Hassan, meanwhile, was placed under house arrest along with his family.  
Gaddafi modified the history textbooks, denigrated the Senussi name, and 
increasingly harassed the Senussi he had trapped within Libya.  However, he 
could not simply execute the Crown Prince and his children.  Deep down, 
Gaddafi understood the power the Senussi still could wield in Libya, and he 
had no desire to make a martyr of Hassan. 

Crown Prince Hassan and his family were removed from their residence in 
1984, just three years following the release of the anti-Senussi propaganda 
film Lion of the Desert, after a decade and a half of abuse and intimidation.  
With their house set alight, they were placed in a shack on Tripoli’s public 
beach.  They served as a symbol for any individual or group who considered 
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opposing Gaddafi’s regime. 

Understandably, the constant stress and intimidation of Gaddafi’s two-
decade reign finally broke Crown Prince Hassan.  He suffered a major stroke 
in 1986.  After two torturous years, Gaddafi permitted Hassan to travel to 
the United Kingdom for medical treatment.  His family took advantage of 
this opportunity, making their way out of Libya one by one, and relying upon 
the kindness and charity of those who had known the Libyan royal house 
before the 1969 coup.  Hassan died in 1992 in his mid-60s.  Compared to his 
uncle, who had lived until 93, and aunt, Queen Consort Fatimah el-Sharif, 
who survived until 98, his life was identifiably short and difficult. 

Nevertheless, Crown Prince Hassan – still the head of the Senussi order and 
the Libyan royal house – designated his son, Mohammed el-Senussi, as his 
successor, as was his right under Libyan law, tribal custom, and Senussi 
convention.  Prince Mohammed lived through the events of the 1969 coup 
and subsequent harassment of his family.  Like his late father, he resides in 
London, and remains active in Libyan politics.  Significant support exists on 
social media for his engagement in Libyan politics, and a growing movement 
openly advocates for monarchical restoration.  This movement, most 
notably, is not Tripolitanian or Cyrenaican.  It draws support from 
throughout Libya, crossing factional lines.  Prince Mohammed recently made 
a major public speech, on 24 December 2021, coinciding with the 70th 
anniversary of Libyan independence.  It remains to be seen how the now-
middle aged Mohammed will act in Libyan politics in the coming years.  
However, Prince Mohammed el-Senussi is clearly a viable political actor. 

Prince Mohammed, once again, was born in Libya, the son of Crown Prince 
Hassan, whose legal right it was to appoint his successor royally and in the 
context of the Senussi order.  Through Crown Prince Hassan, Prince 
Mohammed is a direct descendent of Mohammed al-Mahdi, the Senussi 
order’s second leader, and the son of Mohammed ibn Ali, the founder of the 
Senussi order.  Insofar as pedigree is concerned, his line of succession is clear. 

There can be no debate on the subject: the sole and legitimate heir to King 
Idris and Crown Prince Hassan, and the current leader of the Senussi Order, 
is Prince Mohammed el-Senussi.  

This legitimacy is highly relevant for the question of monarchical restoration, 
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or monarchical participation in Libyan politics more generally An individual 
with actual status, that of Crown Prince and leader of the Senussi, can draw 
upon the Senussi’s critical role in the making of Libya as a democratic nation 
and put aside narrow interests to rule for the good of the country.   
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Prince Mohammed al-Rida el-Senussi, first Crown Prince of Libya          
(1952-1955) 
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Hassan al-Rida al-Mahdi el-Senussi, second Crown Prince of Libya  
(1956-1969)
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CHAPTER SIX  

THE SENUSSI ROLE IN RECONSTRUCTION 

 
We have now seen the crucial role the Senussi played in the formation, 
consolidation, and independence, and the centrality of geopolitics in the 
Senussi’s actions from the early 19th century onward.  Thus, it is entirely apt 
to consider how they might play a role in Libyan politics moving forward.  
Three realities must be grasped. 

First, the Senussi played an invaluable role in Libyan history and the constitution of Libya 
as understood today.  Without the Senussi, Libya would not exist.  The Order 
arrived in Libya at uniquely unstable period, as the country was on the cusp 
of anarchy, and Ottoman power was clearly receding.  The Senussi imposed 
social order, revitalised economic contact, and gained de facto independence 
in an increasingly fraught great power environment.  Moreover, they 
maintained that independence until historical contingency intervened.  
Absent Mussolini’s coup and desire to demonstrate renewed Italian virility, 
the Senussi may have presided over a confederated Libya.  Nevertheless, their 
essential role in Libyan development explains the continued popularity of the 
Senussi, and of King Idris, despite Gaddafi’s suppression and historical 
manipulation. 

Second, if monarchy is established with an eye towards social factors, it can be an invaluable 
stabilising force.  The Senussi were successful because they were not tribal 
leaders or foreign-backed kings.  They were an external movement that 
adapted to Libyan circumstances, understood the people’s needs, and 
through this drove Libyan social development.  They played a role almost 
identical to that which Ibn Khaldun describes, establishing order, ensuring 
social regularity, and delineating power arrangements.  By the 1920s, the 
Senussi’s international political manoeuvring was successful enough to enable 
state-formation.  But the preparatory work was social and economic in 
nature.  Additionally, the Senussi disseminated a message that Libyans could 
understand, while ensuring progress in their specific cultural and social 
context. 
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Third, the Libyan monarchy’s collapse stemmed from contingent historical forces, not a 
fundamental failure of the monarchical system or the 1951 Constitution, demonstrating its 
viability in a new era.  Idris did make mistakes while governing, most specifically 
the abolition of political parties – although this was, given context, a rational 
choice, it weakened Libyan political culture in the long-term.  However, the 
stresses the Libyan monarchy encountered were unique.  A toxic cocktail of 
Middle Eastern ideological currents had already placed Libya in an adverse 
political position.  The discovery of oil condemned it in the same manner 
that it did so many other regimes.  It is a testament to the Senussi’s durability 
that they survived this typhoon for so long.  Regimes expected to survive it, 
like Iran’s, simply collapsed, despite receiving far more military support from 
the West.  Intellectually speaking, the monarchical model therefore remains 
viable. 

Western thinking on Libya has overemphasised the impact of colonial role, 
tribalism, and religious fanaticism.  It has underemphasised the role of Libyan 
history, historical consciousness, and the political and intellectual forces that 
shaped the Middle East throughout the 20th century.  This fact points to the 
possibility of restoration, and at minimum the necessity of incorporating the 
Senussi into any thinking on Libyan reconstruction. 

Royal Palace, Tripoli 
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Billboard in Misrata, Libya calling for the restoration of the monarchy and 
HRH Prince Mohammed El Hassan El Rida el-Senussi 
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