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nahne kull-na yad wahda: The Mobilization
of Amazigh Libyans in Revolutionary Rap

Introduction: social media and protest music during the Arab Spring

Recent years have witnessed an increased attention toward the expression of
political dissent and mobilization in Arab youth culture, especially in the aftermath
of the spectacular events that took place in 2010-2011 and were collectively
labelled as the “Arab Spring”. In the aftermath of those events, special journal
issues were devoted to Arab graffiti,! and forms of poetry performed during the
uprising also received some attention.” But in addition to these more traditional
ways of expressing dissent, the importance of the role played by social media in the
events of 2011 was stressed to the point that the Arab spring was sometimes
defined as a “Facebook Revolution”. The risk that an uncritical focus on the role of
new media might replicate old orientalist stereotypes was felt by a number of
concerned scholars in the immediate aftermath of the Arab Spring:

And it is here once more that the focus on “new media”, instead of helping break up
orientalist bias, might provide them with a new nest, this time located right at the
core of the latest discussions within the sociology of media and communication.
This development is reflected in the idea itself of a “Facebook revolution” that has
been coined and propagated to define the uprisings in Tunisia and Egypt [...]*

Academia was torn between cyber-utopians, who insisted on the idea of a
Facebook revolution, and cyber-skeptics, who denied the role of social media
altogether.* While the question, posed in such way, is probably of limited interest,

' Romano-Arabica XV. Graffiti, Writing and Street Art in the Arab World, Editura universitatii din
bucuresti, Bucharest, 2015.

2 R. Bassiouney, Language and Identity in Modern Egypt, Edinburgh University Press,
Edinburgh, 2015, 317-325.

3 A. Salvatore, New Media and Collective Action in the Middle East. Can Sociological Research
Help Avoiding Orientalist Traps?, Sociologica, 3/5, 2011, 2.

4 Idem, 6.
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the role of social media should be framed within a broader sociological
perspective, which also takes into consideration the role of more traditional
networks (mosques, universities, trade unions).’

In the years that immediately followed the events of 2010-2011, the theoretical
framework in which the Arab Spring and the role of social media were analyzed
and understood was further refined. Comunello and Anzera suggest a useful
Decalogue that summarizes the knowledge we have gained from sociological
research so far:

1) Social media cannot cause a revolution, but may become useful tools for
recruitment and organization.

2) The actual role of social media depends on their accessibility to the
population.

3) Inspiration to hit the streets and confront the repressive machine of the regime
cannot come from the media.

4) The hierarchical nature of leadership cannot easily adapt to the horizontal
architecture of social media networking.

5) Social media are a useful means to organize protest movements, but they are
also employed by the regimes.

6) Shutting down internet services and cellphone coverage is usually a bad
choice for authoritarian regimes.

7) While cyber-enthusiasm is probably scientifically groundless, it is important
to continue researching the role of social media in political activism and the
struggle against dictatorial regimes.

8) In the countries that went through political upheavals of 2011, the role of
social media will probably be crucial in the coming years.

9) Social media are reshaping the public sphere.

10) When analyzing the role of social media in a revolutionary event, it would be
wise to analyze their influence on the single components of the revolutionary
arc.

Compared to the attention given to social media, the role played by music in
shaping the imaginary of the Arab Spring has been, for the most part, neglected,’
even though “studying the role of song and music in political struggles is crucial to

3 Ibidem.

¢ F. Comunello - G. Anzera, Will the revolution be tweeted? A conceptual framework for
understanding the social media and the Arab Spring, Islam and Christian-Muslim Relations, 23/4,
2012, 465-466.

7 According to Valassopoulos and Mostafa, popular music, together with movies, poetry and
theatre, contributed to shape the “word” and “image” of the Egyptian Revolution (A. Valassopoulos -
D. S. Mostafa, Popular Protest Music and the 2011 Egyptian Revolution, Popular Music and Society,
37/15,2014, 642).
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understand how the popular and political interact™.® This is even more surprising if
we consider the fact that during the Egyptian Revolution, for instance, protestors
started chanting the slogans of Tahrir Square almost immediately. In Egypt, the
early months of 2011 witnessed a flourishing of new politically committed bands
and a return to the stage of older artists (or of their patriotic songs), resulting in the
emergence of the popular musician as a political actor.’

According to Valassopoulos and Mostafa, popular music in Egypt during the
Arab Spring followed a two-way path: “the events on the ground impact[ed] the
music and the music respond[ed] and articulat[ed] the story and progress of the
revolution and its influence on people’s lives”.!” Egyptian protest music did not
break with the past; on the contrary, the songs and slogans of the 1952 Revolution
were successfully adapted to the new circumstances, as is made evident from the
number of old patriotic songs that were rearranged and sung in Tahrir Square and
throughout the country.!! A similar phenomenon was not completely absent in
Libya, where, for instance, the song ya blad-1 (Oh country of mine) by Fuad Gritly
recalls the title of the Libyan national anthem.'? The Libyan music scene during the
2011 Revolution presented, however, some original traits with respect to Egypt
(the best-studied case), which will be the object of the present paper. Thus, the next
section analyzes the case study of Ibn Thabit (/bn Tabit) and his revolutionary rap.
The following section provides an analysis of the structure and fopoi of Ibn
Thabit’s songs, while the last section before the conclusions focuses on the way in
which Libyan Amazigh are referred to and addressed in his songs, in an attempt to
mobilize them for the revolutionary cause. As a partial disclaimer, it should be
pointed out that the present paper deals with the way in which rap music was used
to mobilize the Libyan Amazigh in the fight against Gaddafi. This implies the
presentation of quite a binary contrast between a right and a wrong side, the latter
being, of course, Gaddafi. In describing the different strategies used by the rapper
to achieve this goal, his words will be reported and translated verbatim, even
though they offer a simplified version of a much more complex reality, an analysis
of which is beyond the aim of this paper.

8 J. Massad, Liberating Songs: Palestine Put to Music, in R. L. Stein - T. Swedenburg (eds.),
Palestine, Israel, and the Politics of Popular Culture, Duke University Press, Durham, NC, 2005,
177.

9 A. Valassopoulos - D. S. Mostafa, op. cit., 650.

10 Idem, 650-651.

1 Idem, 645.

12 Gritly’s song is not, however, a protest song, but it was composed as part of the theme of the
Libyan TV show Dragunov (2014) (see L. D’Anna, Dialectal Variation and Identity in Post-
Revolutionary Libyan Media. The Case of Dragunov (2014), in R. Bassiouney, Identity and Dialect
Performance. A study of Communities and Dialects, Routledge, London-New York, 2018, 321-340).
The Libyan national anthem we refer to is the pre-Gaddafi one, which was readopted by the country
after the fall of the regime.
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“The revolution will be live”: the case of Ibn Thabit (Libya)

Ibn Thabit represents an interesting case study of a talented rapper who was also
active on social media (such as Facebook and Twitter) during the Libyan
Revolution. Not many personal details are known about him. Ibn Thabit describes
himself as an ordinary Libyan, not as a leader of the Revolution, who simply puts
into music what his fellow citizens are afraid or not allowed to say.!* The massive
employment of social media by the protagonists of the political and musical scene
in 2011 allows us to retrieve the original feelings that moved their actions by just
scrolling down their public profiles. Ibn Thabit, in an interview published by The
Guardian, said: “I put out my first revolutionary song one week after Ben Ali fled
Tunisia; it asked whether the revolution would spread to Libya. My answer in the
song, and the answer from Libyans on the ground, was yes, the revolution was
coming”.'* On his Facebook page, his first song is dated January 27%, 2011, and is
accompanied by this brief comment, written in Libyan Arabic:

ariel lgie il o S8 i jera o (Bl sy Lo il agilS a5 il
Someone asked me whether the Libyans will revolt against MuSammar [i.e.
Gaddafi], I said this is an idea for a song'®

The song he speaks of above is as-su?al (The Question), in which Ibn Thabit
voices the question asked by an anonymous interlocutor and then rewords it
beautifully, asking whether his fellow citizens will show the same courage shown
by their ancestors in their struggle against the Italian invaders and by Tunisians and
Egyptians in the recent revolutionary events. Thus, from the very beginning, there
is, an important difference between Libyan protest music and its Egyptian
counterpart. While the Egyptian songs were born out of the protests in Tahrir
Square, Ibn Thabit released his first song three weeks before the outbreak of
demonstrations in Libya. In doing so, he openly defies the repressive machine of
Gaddafi’s regime and actually tries to directly influence the events himself. He
places the upcoming Libyan revolution in a natural sequence with the Tunisian and
Egyptian ones, the echoes of which are particularly evident in his first song. In the
following verses, for instance, the memory of Libya’s past resistance against the
Italian aggression is blended with the revolutionary struggle then was happening in
Tunisia:

13 https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2012/mar/01/rapping-against-gaddafi-hip-hop-libya,
last accessed on April, 7" 2018. Ibn Thabit had allegedly released an anti-Gaddafi song, The Coward,
in 2008, but in this case the date on the YouTube video does not confirm his claim (the song,
however, might just have been deleted and uploaded again).

14 Ibidem.

15 Translations from Arabic are not always literal, due to the difficulty of rendering some concepts
and constructions in English.
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hal sa-igawmii l-a$da zeyy-ma qawmi Zdiid-na?
hal sa-yudhii zeyy-ma dhiu fi garb *hdid-na?

Will they resist the enemies as our ancestors did?
Will they sacrifice, as they did at our Western borders (i.e. in Tunisia)?

awwal haza igil-l-ak ahmad rabb-1 kan-ak hayy
ahmad rabb-1, law mis li-n-naft al-blad ma-fi-ha sey
u-yumbkan hikkt xér bas yagallbi-ha Sala ras-ha
zeyy-ma dari fi tunas, tahiyya hadi xassa!

First they tell you thank God that you’re alive

Thank God, if it weren’t for oil there would be nothing in this country
Maybe it would’ve been better if there hadn’t, we would’ve rebelled sooner
As they did in Tunis, special hail to them!

{a-l-aqall Sand-na l-xubza u-l-xubza rxisa
sum! damm 23-§ahid ma-tagdar-$ tgis-a
Sinu Sudr-ak, tastanna fi sayyad-na {isa
u-d-dawla olli Zanb-na lazzat ra?isa?'®

At least we have bread, and bread is cheap

Fast! The martyrs’ blood has no price

What’s your excuse, are you waiting for our Lord Jesus
While the nation next to us ousted its president?

After his first appearance on YouTube, Ibn Thabit released a second song on
February 14™ 2011, three days before the outbreak of the Revolution. The song,
Nida? li-sabab Libya (Calling the Libyan youth), explicitly calls upon Libyans to
hit the streets and start a revolution (the structure of Ibn Thabit’s song will be
analyzed in next section). In this case also, the Egyptian and Tunisian examples are
clearly referred to by the rapper, who ironically capsizes one of the catchphrases
that could be heard in the Libyan streets in the days preceding February 17%,
namely “Libya is not like Egypt and Tunisia™:

gal-ak Libya mius zeyy Masr u Tinas

eh la $-Suhada 2llt mati sabigan aktor min Masr u Tinas
nisbat al-batala aktor min Masr u Tinas

nisbat Sadad al-fugara fi Libya aktor min Masr u Tiinas"’

16 The three excerpts are from Ibn Thabit, as-Su?al (The question),
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=c_9pBiwS2II, last accessed on April, 8 2018.

17 1bn Thabit, Nida? li-Sabab Libya (Calling the Libyan youth),
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=a0jjN96r2dk&t=33s, last accessed on April 8, 2018.
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They tell you Libya is not like Egypt and Tunisia

Yeah no, the martyrs more martyrs died than in Egypt and Tunisia
The unemployment rate is higher than in Egypt and Tunisia

The poverty rate is higher than in Egypt and Tunisia

The song ends with the call

ger matlib ya xii-y ann-ak *tdir 21l7 Salé-k
[-]

hadi hya [-fursa allt tmannét bi-tzik

bas §1s (ala rizle-k u mis Sala rkabi-k

It is required, my brother, that you do what you have to do
[...]

This is the chance you hoped would come to you

To live standing on your feet, and not on your knees.

These songs, especially since they were released before the outbreak of the
demonstrations, showing considerable courage, consecrated Ibn Thabit as the
rapper of the Revolution. It is at this point that, as anticipated in the title of this
paragraph, the Revolution goes live in Ibn Thabit’s rap, which sometimes
comments upon the events, sometimes tries to anticipate them. As he admitted in
the interview mentioned above, the artist was in close contact with the
revolutionaries fighting against Gaddafi’s regular army, who even told him which
of his songs they would play before each battle. The timing of Ibn Thabit’s musical
production, thus, is of great interest: his songs either provide support for the
ongoing battles or try to pave the ground for the upcoming ones, as in the case of
al-Gabal al-Garbi (The Western Mountain), which will be analyzed later.

Analyzing the different levels of artistic expression in Middle Eastern and North
African popular culture, El Hamamsy and Soliman make the following
distinctions:

1) artistic street engagement, 2) artistic street assimilation, and 3) artistic street
mobilization... In the first category, art is produced by the people and for the people,
spontaneously and reflexively, to address a certain need as it arises. In the second
category, the street is deployed by an artist-agent in an attempt to engage with the
people, empower them, and document the moment... In the third category, art is
taken to a higher level of consciousness-raising, mobilization, and social criticism,
and the goal here is to ensure the continuation of the revolution, constantly
reminding the masses that what was achieved is considerable but not yet complete.'®

18 W. El Hamamsy - M. Soliman (eds.), Popular Culture in the Middle East and North Africa: A
Postcolonial Outlook, Routledge, New York-London, 2013, 252.
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There is, of course, a clear difference between the Egyptian and Libyan case. In
Egypt, the artists were part of the street movement that ousted the regime. In Libya,
the demonstrations soon degenerated into civil war, so that the artist, while being
(by his own admission) an ordinary Libyan, producing music that engaged with the
people, met their needs and documented the Revolution, did not actually take part
in the events (until July, when he was deployed on the Gabal Nafiisa).' El
Hamamsy and Soliman’s third category, that of social criticism aimed at ensuring
the continuation of the revolutionary process, is only sketched in Ibn Thabit’s
production. The song La Sakk (No doubt), released with the Benghazi rapper MC
SWAT on September 28" 2011 (when Tripoli had already been conquered by the
revolutionary forces but Gaddafi was still continuing the fight from Sirt), warns
Libyans against those who want “to steal the revolution”. Soon after Gaddafi’s
death, however, Ibn Thabit announced his withdrawal from the scene. Not a
professional singer, he motivated his decision by saying that his goal had been met
and his part in the fight fulfilled, although he continued to be active on his official
Twitter profile.?” It was the Benghazi rapper MC SWAT who continued to describe
the painful contradictions of post-2011 Libya. The song Istiglal (Exploitation),
released on April 17" 2017, painted a disenchanted image of a country moved by
self-interest and torn apart by infighting.?! Following the release of the video for
the song, the artist received a number of death threats, forcing him to leave the
country as an undocumented migrant. Ironically, it was Ibn Thabit, from his
Twitter profile, who divulgated the news, posting a picture of MC SWAT on the
boat that would get him to Italy, on August 5" 2018.

Following this concise and partial description of the Libyan rap scene during
and immediately after the 2011 Revolution, the next section analyzes in more detail
the typical structure of Ibn Thabit’s songs.

Notes on the structure of Ibn Thabit’s rap

As explained above, after having been consecrated as the rapper of the
Revolution, Ibn Thabit continued to provide support for the revolutionary cause
through his music, released on different platforms, but mainly on YouTube, where
everyone could listen to it and download it for free. His songs, at this point, began
echoing the main developments on the battlefield. The sequence of the three songs
Benghazi II (April 7" 2011), Misrata (April 18" 2011) and al-Gabal al-Garbi (The

19 Tbn Tabit, however, did not actually take part in the armed fight against Gaddafi’s regime. His
role in the military effort to bring down Gaddafi’s regime is not clear from the sources at our disposal,
yet it appears that he did not limit himself to songwriting.

20 http://revolutionaryarabrap.blogspot.com/2011/12/ibn-thabit-libyas-leading-rapper.html, last
accessed on April 12, 2018.

21 MC SWAT, Istiglal, last accessed on April 9™, 2018.
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=apKxgl moN-U
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Western Mountains, May 2™ 2011), for instance, loosely follows the slow

progression of the revolutionaries from Eastern Libya to Tripolitania.

United by a common purpose, most of Ibn Thabit’s songs also share many

similarities in their inner structure, with a series of recurring themes:

1) An initial statement, in which the addressee (whom the song intends to
support) is mentioned and praised. The addressee is usually either a town
(Benghazi, Misrata, Tripoli) or a section of Libyan society (e.g. Libyan
women, the Libyan youth).

2) Mention of the crimes or vexations committed by Gaddafi against the
addressees.

3) Praise of the addressees, with a mention of their qualities and the
contributions they made to the Libyan society.

4) (Call to action).

5) Videos containing graphic content, as the songs were released after the
outbreak of the Revolution, when footage from the battlefields and the
resisting towns began to be available.

Let us compare, for instance, the incipits from three songs, namely Benghazi 11,

Misrata and Anisat at-Tuwwar (translated into English as Mrs. Revolution).

Benghazi I

(Speaking)

xér ya Bengazi? I-gunya l-axira mis sadd-na, ndirii wahda zdida nstlu mon al-klam
al-awwal?

Benghazi part two (in English)

(Rapping)

Bengazi ya Bengazi anti galda (a-lsan-i, tawwa ad-donya kull-ha ta$raf al-maqasid
wa-l-ma{ani

What’s up Benghazi? The first song was not enough, let’s make another one,
quoting our first words

Benghazi part two

Benghazi oh Benghazi you are still on my tongue, now the entire world knows the
goals and the meanings (of the Revolution)

22 Tbn Thabit, Benghazi II, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hFdTYSdAr_A, last accessed on

April 10" 2018.

23 The reference is here to a previous rap song by Ibn Thabit, called Benghazi, released in 2009.

The music of the new song is the same, and the lyrics often refer to the old ones.



Luca D’Anna 243

Misrata®*

(Speaking)

va $bad Libya, nabbt nahki-I-kum {ala mdina ya razal halwa zeyy as-sukkor zeyy I-
{sal zeyy §-Saklata Sa-I-galb

va MSammar atla$ moan Misrata ya kalb!

allT tabbi-h talga-h fi Misrata: tarix-ha maSrifa, Sulama-ha maSrifin, abraz toZara I-
al-blad, ashar muzahidin, ahla tandim, kull-a talga-h fi Misrata.

(Rapping)

hadi alli nabbi natkallom Salé-ha fi galb-1 hatt-ha

glib 25-8a$b al-11bt kull-ha tawwa fi Misrata

Libyans, I want to talk to you about a town, oh man, sweet to the heart like sugar,
like honey, like chocolate

MuSammar leave Misrata, you dog!

Whatever you want, you can find it in Misrata: its history is known, its Sulama? are
known, the most prominent commerce in the country, the best organization, all of it
you find in Misrata.

This (city) of which I want to talk, I have placed it in my heart

All the hearts of the Libyan people are now in Misrata.

Anisat at-Tuwwar®

(Speaking)

wahda li-I-mar?a I-libiyya, bas al-Salam kull-a yaSrof gimat-ha, u-Sinu gaddmat li-t-
tawra

la ma-nsena-kum-$, Rabb-1 yaSazz-kum u-yahfad-kum u-igawwikum, Allah ibarak fi-
kum

(Rapping)

xallt nabda bi-tahiyya kbira li-ummahat as-Suhada 2lli damm-hum kan daxira [i-1-

hurriyya [...]

One for the Libyan woman, so that the entire world may know her worth, and what
she brought to the Revolution.

No we haven’t forgotten you, God exalt you and protect you and strengthen you,
God bless you

Let’s start with a warm greeting to the mothers of the martyrs, whose blood was the
ammunition of freedom.

As is made evident from the brief excerpts quoted and translated above, the songs
share a very similar structure, which is not usually limited to the incipit. Going back

24 Tbn Thabit, Misrata, https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=JkUcGhoy6RI&t=6s, last accessed on
April 10" 2018.

25 Tbn Thabit, Anisat at-tuwwar (Ms. Revolution),

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ylrZ0JzjQr8&t=67s, last accessed on April 11" 2018.
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to one of Ibn Thabit’s most famous songs, Nida? li-sabab Libya (Calling the Libyan
youth), its opening lines describe in detail the situation of Libya, while the final call
invites young Libyans to hit the streets. In the middle of the song we can find the
other typical elements of Ibn Thabit’s songs. Gaddafi’s crimes against his own
people, for instance, are vividly portrayed in the following lines:

al-klam allt txarraf fi-h u l-ayat alli tharraf fi-ham
bi-mawadd at-ta$lim at-talamid txarrab fi-ham
fuliis 25-5a$b tharrab fi-ham hadi sultat 25-safb?
muhadarat l-as-sbaya, tsawwah fi sum§at a5-5afb!

The words you make up, the verses (of the Quran) you twist,
With didactic materials you ruin (our) students

You steal the people’s money, is this the power of the people?
Conferences for girls? You ruin the people’s reputation!

From this perspective, the memory of the Abu Salim massacre is evoked in
most of Ibn Thabit’s songs and it is, for the artist, the chief among all of the crimes
committed by Gaddafi.?® The final call to action reported above, thus, starts with
these powerful words:

allt nawt isif nihayat-a fi hyat-a

la budda ikiin musta§idd an yudhi *hyat-a
yudhi damm-a bas yatxallos mon hamm-a
zey $-Sahid alli fi Bi Slim alli Sinu danb-a?
allt mat fi I-fadi, allt mat ya nar-1

Cala mmali-h ti-la Suhada ya galr!

He who wants to see his [Gaddafi’s] end in his lifetime

must be willing to sacrifice his life,

to sacrifice his blood to rid himself of his torment,

like the martyr in Abdi Salim. What was his sin?

He who died in vain, he who died - how awful for his parents!
No, they are martyrs, my dear!

26 Abii Salim is a maximum-security prison in Tripoli, which mostly housed political prisoners
during Gaddafi’s regime. After repeated human rights violations, approximately 1.270 political
prisoners were killed there in 1996, and their bodies were never returned to the families. The families
of the victims created a number of associations. In 2011, shortly after the Tunisian and Egyptian
revolutions, a human rights lawyer who was negotiating with the government, Fathi Terbil, was
arrested in Benghazi and charged of plotting against the regime. The demonstrations that followed his
arrest started what would then become the 17" February Revolution.
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The last missing element, i.e. the praise for the addressee, is also exemplified in
Nida? li-sabab Libya. In this case, the addressee is the Libyan youth and, by
extension, the entire Libyan people:

a5-Sash al-1ibt Sarif, as-5a$b al-IibT ndif
a§-5afb al-1tbt lamma yatsannaz iwallt rdif
iwalli mahbil. 25-5a$b al-1Tb7 dii usil
28-8ashb al-ibi isalll u-isallom Sala r-rasul

The Libyan people are noble, the Libyan people are clean
the Libyan people, when they get angry, become terrible,
become crazy. The Libyan people have roots

the Libyan people pray and send peace to the Prophet.

Nida? li-Sabab Libya thus perfectly exemplifies the format of Ibn Thabit’s
songs. The rapper, despite his attention to the artistic form of his message, aims
primarily to move his audience and involve them in the ongoing struggle, which
explains his meticulous attention to details, especially when enumerating the
injustices suffered at the hands of Gaddafi.

Calling the Amazigh

Having analyzed in detail the structure of Ibn Thabit’s songs, in this paragraph
we will now focus on a particular case study that of a specific song addressed to the
Libyan Amazigh. In doing so, we are not going to investigate the Amazigh’s own
perception of the ongoing conflict, but rather the way in which Libyan Arabs
(exemplified through a popular rapper, Ibn Thabit) described Amazigh. The
Amazigh perspective, here, is seen through the eyes of the Arab other, with all the
implied risks of misrepresentation and cultural assimilation. The context in which
the song was composed and released must also be taken into account, since it
undoubtedly influenced its genesis and overall tone. The song, al-Gabal al-Garbi
(The Western Mountain), was released on May 2™ 2011. The reference in the title
is, of course, to Gabal Nafisa, in Tripolitania, where the most Libyan Amazigh
(excluding the Tuareg) are concentrated. The genesis of the song can be placed at a
particularly delicate stage during the Libyan military conflict that followed the
demonstrations in February 2011:

By April, a stalemate had developed, and there was concern that rather than a democratic
revolution, the civil war might yield a Libya that was permanently divided and in an
ongoing conflict, much like Korea. The stalemate was broken by the entrance of a new
group into the anti-Gaddafi coalition: the Berbers of southwest Libya, who in early June
began a rebel offensive in the Nafusa Mountains. By mid-June, these rebels had taken
several key towns in the mountains, and were advancing on Tripoli from the west, with
the support of NATO. A month later, the rebels were only 50 miles from Tripoli, and by
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the end of July, after intensifying their attacks, the western rebel forces had taken every
one of Gaddafi’s outposts and strongholds in the western mountains.?’

Ibn Thabit thus addresses the Libyan Amazigh in a historically delicate
moment, in which their contribution is deemed necessary to win a war that risked
otherwise to be perceived as a conflict between Eastern and Western Libya. All
these elements need to be taken into consideration when analyzing the lyrics of the
song, reported and translated below:*®

ma Sand-1 wa-1a farg bén as-Sarg wa-I-garb

allt idafs§ Sala ard-a Sand-a I-hagg fi-I-harb

swa ann-a kan man Nalit, mon al-Galfa ma-z-Zantan
al-Amazigi fi Yefron aw I-Sarbi fi-r-Razban.

ar-riyani alli lagb-a 23-5tbant kull-ha nafs al-klam
lamma itayyrii quwwat al-gaddafi nafs al-a{lam
hatta gaddam a5-5asa dima nafs al-a§lam

nehne kull-na yad wahda gadd-ma ihawal ifatton fi-na
wagfa wahda tala wahda 25-$a$b al-1ibi Allah i{in-a
u alli iharab fi-na u-yastom fi-na Allah ihin-a

u alli igal-l-ak hadi fitna gil-l-a: §in daxl-ok fi-na?

ma yasom$u fi-z-zbal li-lo-rsas u-s-syah

u-anta mgaSmaz fi-l-marbu§a madd rizle-k u murtah
mit$ bS1d b-noktesfu-h

barra anta tzagzag li-mulammar tawwa nzi-k

Yefron w-Allah, mas gayab (ale-hum al-gatol

axar haza alfen u-tmanya alli yabbi idawwar al-matol
lamma inudu iniidu marra wahda ya ana I-*{yian-1
ma-tatwaqqa$-$ aqall mon hikki mon ahfad al-Barant.
bi-n-nisba I-hum nafs al-haza ad-dobbaba wa-d-daww
ma-yagdoru iza$z{u hatta $alra fi Kabaw

nafs al-qoassa fi-r-Razban, nafs al-qassa fi-z-Zontan,
nafs al-qoassa zib-1-i Zobal Nofusa fi ayyin kan

aradi-ha somha tuzra§ fi-ha l-kormis
u tuzra§ fi-ha t-tris alli harbi zey l>-whii§

27 J. A. Goldstone, Cross-class Coalitions and the Making of the Arab Revolts of 2011, Swiss
Political Science Review, 17,2011, 460.

28 The song also contains some brief parts in Tamazight, the text of which has not been possible to
establish and which are not reported here.
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at-tyiis yabbii yarkbu az-zbal u ma-gadri-§
u ra-h tahsabi-ha sahla {arfin-kum ma-ta$rfu-s?

Skiin gbilat ab-Bxabxa, Skiin al-Gradiyyin,

Skiin at-Tagma u l>-MSani, $kiin am-Msusiyyin?
mius bsara lamma igulii-1-ok nantasir aw namit
giil-1-1-a [-21li $a-I-burkan zay mon zZabal ta§ Nalut?

[...] bi-tamsah bi-na?

gl 2lli bi-tgil-a [...] wa-I-mayya ra-hu hne r-ruzila
bi-n-nisba li-klab muSammar Sinu ma-zal bi-tZi-na?
tawwa istr fi-ku zeyy ma-sar fi-maSrakat at-tahina

bi-llahi nibbi wén-kum ya Tarhina u Garyan
allt imiti hadi xit-kum kef tgialu Zordan?

alli yabbi yafham-a fotna xallt nwaddah as-sira
al-fatwa Zat mon Garyani ama sadsq fi Tazira®
mmala Stnu tgili $ala I-xataf u-l-igtisab

balki ma-tondri-$ ger ifut ad-dabab

ma-fi-§ alla I-Gardafi’® alli nibbit nantagmii monn-a
alli tad(1-I-na bi-n-nasar hadr akid ya honna
asal $in ma-zal mon sann-a

mius bSid tawwa itth

ya-rét izibii-h hayy u nazaldii-h mlth

’nhakmit u-naSonngi-h u-nhutti ras-a fi suniyya
yugSud gér ras zeyy Wadi r-Ramiyya.’!

I make no difference between East and West (of Libya),
Whoever defends his land has the right to wage war.

Whether he is from Nalut, from al-GelSa, from Zintan,

The Amazigh in Yefren, or the Arab in al-Rejban.

The same goes for ar-Riyant, whose last name is 23-Sibani,
When they chase Gaddafi’s forces [they share] the same flags,
In front of the screen, the flags are also the same.

29 The reference is here to the famous fatwa by al-Sadiq al-Garyant in which he declared that
fighting Gaddafi was a duty for Libyans (February 28t 2011).

http://www.aljazeera.net/news/arabic/2011/2/28/%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%BA%D8%B1%D9%8
A%D8%A7%D9%86%D9%8 A-%D8%A7%D9%84%D8%AE%D8%B1%D9%88%D8%AC-
%D8%B9%D9%84%D9%89-%D8%A7%D9%84%D9%82%D8%B0%D8%A7%D9%81%D9%8A-
%D9%88%D8%A7%D8%AC%D8%AS, last accessed on April 151 2018.

30 The name Gaddafi was often distorted in Gardafi (gard “monkey”) by the revolutionaries.

31 Ibn Thabit, Western Mountains (of Libya),

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mfeixCk2XLo&t=123s last accessed on April 12"2018.
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We are all one hand, no matter how he [Gaddafi] tries to divide us,
One stand, one fight, God help the Libyan people,

and humiliate whoever fights us and insult us,

and to those who say this is fitna, say, what do you have to do with us?
The sound of bullets and cries they hear on the Mountain,

While you are stretching your legs in your sitting room, relaxed,

We will discover it soon

Skip over to Mufammar, we are coming for you!

Yefren, I swear, they are not strangers to death,

The last time was in 2008, for those seeking examples,

When they rise, they rise once, oh what I have seen,

Don’t expect less than that from the descendants of al-Bartni.

For them, the tank and the Dayi*? are the same,

They (i.e. Gaddafi’s forces) couldn’t unsettle even a hair in Kabaw,
Same story in al-Rejban, same story in Zintan,

Same story in — give me any place on Gabal Nafiisa.

Their land is beautiful, and the fig tree is grown there,
And men are raised there also, who fight like wild beasts.
Fools wanted to climb the mountains and they couldn’t,
Do you think it’s easy, we know you don’t know.

Who is the tribe of the Bxabxa, who the Gradiyy1n,

who the Tagma and the M{ani, who the MSuSiyytn?

It’s no joke when they tell you we either win or die33

Tell it to those who are riding the explosion down the Mountain of Nalut!

Do you really think you will wipe us out?

Say what you have to say [...] and water, we have courage.

As far as MuSammar’s dogs are concerned, are you still coming at us?
Now you will be faced with the same fate as in the battle of Tahtina.

By God, I want you, Tarhuna and Gharyan,

Those who are dying are your brothers, how can you call them rats?3*
For those who want to understand this as fitna, let me explain the picture,
the fatwa came from al-Gharyani, the trustworthy, in Tajura.

So, what do you say of kidnappings, of rapes,

maybe you don’t know, let the fog clear away.

32 The reference is here to cheap Daewoo cars still used in Libya (the Korean company closed in
2000 due to bankruptcy).

33 This is the famous motto of Omar al-Mukhtar (1861-1931), hero of the Libyan Resistance
against the Italian invaders.

34 The term Zerdan “rats” was often employed by Gaddafi to designate the revolutionaries.
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It’s only Gaddafi from whom we seek revenge,

to those who pray for our victory we say, it is certain, grandma,

how long can still be left of his age,

he will fall soon,

I wish they would bring him alive and so we could whip him good,
So that we could judge him and hang him and put his head on a plate,
And so that he remains headless, like the statues of Wadi Rumiyya.

The opening lines of the song allow us to situate it, as mentioned above, in a
particularly delicate context, in which the author perceives the risk of the
emergence of a divided Libya as one that must be avoided at all costs. Thus Ibn
Thabit opens his song by saying that he makes no difference between East and
West, advocating for a united Libya.* From there, the discourse of unity
transcends the traditional division between Cyrenaica and Tripolitania and
embraces the two main ethnic groups of the country, Arabs and Amazigh. The
“sameness” of the Libyan Arabs and Amazigh, then, constitutes the main theme of
the first part of the song. From this perspective, the idea that the Revolution might
constitute a fitna “trial, temptation™® is repeatedly rejected, not only in this song.
In a previous (and less famous) song, Libya hiya (Libya is), in fact, the same call to
unity and rejection of the idea that the Revolution is a fitna is spelled out in
different words:

Libya fi-ha suSib u-qaba?il lakon rafiin nafs al-aflam
kan $a-1-Gaddafi ra-h ayyam-a ma{dudat

alli yabbi ifatton fi-na ra-h ma-fi-§ imkaniyyat

la Zihawiyya la Sunsuriyya la qabaliyya

ah nwaddah-ha l-ok bi-I-luga I-amazigiyya...

Libya has different peoples and tribes but when they fly the same flag
Gaddafi’s days are numbered,

Those who want to divide us have no chances

No regionalism, no racism, no tribalism

I’ll explain it to you in Tamazight...3’

35 It is worth reminding the reader that the geographical area we call Libya was politically unified
by the Ottomans only at the beginning of the 20" century. D. Vandewalle, 4 History of Modern
Libya, Second Edition, Cambridge University Press, Cambridge, 21.

36 The term gradually acquired the sense of a seduction or enticement that brings division in the
community of believers (see D. B. Cook, Fitna in early Islamic history, in K. Fleet - G. Krédmer - D.
Matringe - J. Nawas - E. Rowson (eds.), Encyclopaedia of Islam, THREE. Last accessed on April 12t
2018 http://dx.doi.org/10.1163/1573-3912_¢ei3_COM_27151).

37 This sentence is followed by lines in Tamazight (Ibn Thabit, Libya hiya (Libya is),
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Axcbkzx2kIA, last accessed on April 132018 ).
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From this theme, Ibn Thabit switches to another fopos of the narration
concerning the Amazigh Resistance, i.e. their military prowess. The rapper, who
was deployed in a non-combat position on the Gabal Nafiisa two months after the
release of this song, vividly depicts the courage and military strength of the Libyan
Amazigh. Ibn Thabit then skillfully links their bravery to the heritage of Sulayman
al-Bartint (1870-1940), hero of the early resistance against the Italian invasion.
Though Al-Bariini, an Amazigh born in Gabal Nafiisa and belonging to an Ibadi
family,*® the heritage of his deeds is nonetheless considered to be shared between
Libyan Arabs and Amazigh. Mentioning him thus serves to strengthen the idea of
unity between the two ethnic groups, especially in confronting a common enemy.
The establishment of a connection between past and present, moreover, is a
defining trait of protest music. Valassopoulos and Mostafa, commenting on this
phenomenon in the Egyptian musical scene, write that “It is precisely at the
crossroads where music both articulates and memorializes the connection between
past and present injustices that it becomes dangerous and revolutionary”.?° Ibn
Thabit makes great use of this rhetorical device in his songs, starting from the first
one (as-Su?al - The question), in which he asks hal sa-igawmii l-aSda zeyy-ma
qgawmii zdiid-na? “Will they resist the enemies as our ancestors did?”. And trying
to stimulate the pride of the Libyan people, in his second song (Nida? li-Sabab
Libya - Calling the Libyan youth) he tells his addressees not to call themselves
descendants of mugahidin if they do not join the fight against Gaddafi (ma-tgil-$
ahfad al-muzahidin “Don’t say (we are) grandsons of the mugahidin™).

The song al-Gabal al-Garbi (The Western Mountain) revolves around the two
themes of unity and of the military prowess of the Libyan Amazigh. In Libya hiya,
an additional element is sketched, namely the fact that the Amazigh people have
been in Libya for centuries (even though Ibn Thabit does not venture to say that
their presence precedes the Arab one), as proved by the very existence of their
language:

hné askal u alwan lakan kull-na libiyyin
alli ihin min-na wahad rah ihin al-malayin
vabbi igil ma-fi-§ amazig hadi li-hum snin
su?al Sa-s-sart§ hadi I-kalimat monnin?%

We have different looks and different colors but we are all Libyans
and whoever insults one among us insults millions.

38 A. Baldinetti, Italian Colonial Rule and Muslim Elites in Libya: a Relationship of Antagonism
and Collaboration, in M. Hatina (ed.), Guardians of Faith in Modern Times: ‘Ulama’ in the Middle
East, Brill, Leiden / Boston, 2009, 96.

3 A. Valassopoulos - D. S. Mostafa, op. cit., 647.

40 This verse is then followed by lines in Tamazight.
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He says there are no Amazigh when they have lived here for years.
A quick question: where are these words from then?

After presenting the two songs in which the Libyan Amazigh are directly (al-
Gabal al-Garb?) or indirectly (Libya hiya) addressed, it is possible to evaluate the
perspective from which Ibn Thabit creates his perception of them and on which he
builds his discourse. In order to do so, however, it is useful first to remind the
reader of the situation of the Libyan Amazigh under Gaddafi’s regime. The regime
portrayed Libya as an ethnically homogeneous country,*’ where the discussion of
minority issues was not allowed in public. According to the official discourse of
Gaddafi’s regime, the contemporary “Berbers” were an Arab tribe who had reached
Northern Africa a long time ago and whose Arabic language had been particularly
corrupted through the centuries. According to Gaddafi, the authentic Amazigh
tribes had long ceased to exist, while the contemporary Berbers were Arab tribes
arrived over land (barr barr, whence the name “Berber”) from Yemen.*? The
existence of the Amazigh / Berber ethnic group, thus, was an invention of Western
colonialism, the aim of which was to divide Libya (and other North African
countries).* Even representatives of the Libyan Academy of the Arabic Language
(Magma$ al-luga al-Sarabiyya al-libiyya), with whom I was able to discuss the
question of Tamazight, upheld (or were forced to uphold) the same version. The
denial of the very existence of an ethnically distinct group in Libya (apart from the
Tebu in the southern part of the country) translated into extremely restrictive
measures against the employment of Tamazight in public. The infamous Law 24
forbade the Libyan Amazigh from using their language in public and giving their
children Amazigh names for a quarter of a century, until it was lifted in 2007 under
the influence of Gaddafi’s son, Sayf al-Islam.* From that moment and until the
outbreak of the February 17® Revolution, Gaddafi’s attitude toward the Libyan
Amazigh was fickle to say the least, alternating harsh attacks (which described
Amazigh activists as traitors) and shy attempts at reconciliation.

This brief introduction is interesting because it helps us to put Ibn Thabit’s
words in perspective. The aim of this analysis is not to question the genuine good
intentions of the rapper, who later joined the Amazigh themselves on the Gabal
Naftsa in their fight against the regime. The discourse of homogeneity offered by
Libya hiya and al-Gabal al-Garbi, on the contrary, specifies that Libya is indeed
one, but it includes different su§iih wa qaba?il “peoples and tribes”. In al-Gabal al-

41 B. Maddy-Weitzman, The Berber Identity Movement and the Challenge to North Afiican
States, University of Texas Press, Austin, 2011, 140.

2 Idem, 141.

43 http://mediterraneanaffairs.com/ethnic-minorities-the-main-challenge-for-the-libyan-
stabilization, last accessed on April 14t 2018.

4 B. Maddy-Weitzman, op. cit., 141.
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Garbi, moreover, he says that everyone has the right to fight the regime, 2/-Amazigi
fi Yefron aw [-Sarbi fi-r-Razban “the Amazigh in Yefren or the Arab in al-Rejban”.
These points were amongst the greatest points of controversy between Gaddafi and
the activists of the CMA (Congrés Mondial Amazigh). In a letter addressed to the
Libyan dictator by the CMA leader Louneés, the Libyan Amazigh are said to have
been let down precisely by the fact that Gaddafi imagined a “Libya for Libyans”,
but the only identity he was willing to include in this “Libyanness” was the Arab
one.”

Where Ibn Thabit’s discourse falls short is in recognizing the injustices suffered
by the Libyan Amazigh at the hands of the regime and their general
marginalization within the Libyan society. In a politically charged rap that aims to
stir the conscience of its listeners, thus, a recognition of the Amazigh presence in
Libya is little more than a long overdue act. The act itself, however, does not stem
from the recognition of the specific kind of repression and persecution suffered by
the Libyan Amazigh within their own country. This is especially true if we
compare the two songs quoted above with the rest of Ibn Thabit’s production,
which is usually extremely detailed in listing the crimes committed by Gaddafi
against the addressees of his songs. A discourse of unity and homogeneity that does
not seek reconciliation through the acknowledgement of past injustices, thus, risks
to be an involuntary attempt at cultural assimilation.

Conclusion

This paper provided an analysis of one of the most prominent rappers that
animated the Libyan scene throughout the February 17" Revolution, with a
particular focus on his approach to the issue of Amazigh in Libya. As evident from
the moment in which Ibn Thabit’s al-Gabal al-Garbi (The Western Mountain) was
released, his dealing with the Amazigh question in Libya is, at the very least,
partially instrumental to bringing about their auspicated role in the then ongoing
conflict. In other words, Ibn Thabit composes this song and releases it at a moment
in which the help of the Amazigh was desperately needed to win the war, but he
includes them in his vision of a culturally diverse post-Gaddafi Libya, although he
does so with all of the shortcomings highlighted at the end of the previous section.

One of the limitations of the present paper consists in the fact that it only offers
one point of view, namely that of Ibn Thabit. It would be extremely interesting to
investigate how the Libyan Amazigh received his message. During the conference
at which this paper was originally presented, for instance, the discussion that
followed my presentation was extremely interesting. Some of the Libyan Amazigh
in attendance, in fact, showed a certain disappointment, stating that their help was
requested and promises were made during the war, yet the Arab ethnic majority

4 Idem, 142.
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tried to marginalize them again soon after Gaddafi’s fall. The inclusive discourse
of a common “Libyanness”, thus, was accused of opportunism, even though
statistical surveys would be needed to ascertain whether these opinions are really
representative of the feelings of the Libyan Amazigh in post-Gaddafi Libya.

At the same time, politically connoted rap and hip-hop music in the MENA
region and its contribution to the Arab Spring also deserves the attention of
researchers, in order to understand an important aspect of the multifaceted social
background from which the events of 2011 developed.
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Songs quoted

Gritly, Fuad, Ya blad-1 (Oh country of mine);

Ibn Thabit, Anisat at-tuwwar (Ms. Revolution);

Ibn Thabit, Benghazi II,

Ibn Thabit, al-Gabal al-Garbi (The Western Mountain);
Ibn Thabit feat. MC SWAT, /a Sakk (No doubt);

Ibn Thabit, Libya hiya (Libya is);

Ibn Thabit, Misrata,

Ibn Thabit, Nida? li-Sabab Libya (Calling the Libyan youth);
Ibn Thabit, as-Su?al (The question);

MC SWAT, Istiglal (Exploitation).

ABSTRACT

This paper investigates one of the lesser-known expressions of political dissent and
revolutionary thinking during the Arab Spring, rap music. It focuses on the Libyan musical
scene and its most famous revolutionary rapper, Ibn Thabit, whose songs were the
soundtrack of the February 17" Revolution. Composed and sung in Libyan dialect, Ibn
Thabit’s rap is a call to action addressed to all Libyans, including the Amazigh ethnic
minority. The second part of the paper focuses on the way in which the Libyan Amazigh,
who were subjected to violent repression under Gaddafi’s rule, were portrayed and
addressed by an ethnically and linguistically Arab singer, in an attempt to involve them in
the struggle against the regime.
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Linguistic Unity and Diversity in Libyan Berber (Amazigh)

Introduction

This article is intended as a non-technical introduction to internal variation in
Libyan Berber! and its broader implications. Like Arab identity, Amazigh identity
tends to be closely bound up with language. However, like Arabic, Berber is far
from homogeneous, and mutual comprehensibility across different regions can be
very limited. Understanding this cross-regional linguistic variation is important in
order to predict, or plan, the future of Berber in Libya in a context of increasing
institutionalisation and urbanisation.

! A terminological note may be necessary here. “Berber” is the most widely used term in Western
academic literature both for the language and for the ethnic grouping. In Arabic, the term (barbar) has
acquired negative connotations, including a perceived (and perhaps etymologically correct) link with
“barbarian”, and is generally considered unacceptable in modern contexts; in English, it does not have
the same connotations. “Amazigh” or “Mazigh” is the ethnonym traditionally used by many but not
all Berber-speaking groups, and promoted by activists; it is increasingly accepted even in areas where
it had not been used in the pre-colonial period, and will be used here consistently to refer to ethnic
identity or political activity and its results. “Tamazight”, the feminine of “Amazigh”, is often used to
refer to the language as a whole, or specifically to the varieties of central Morocco; however, most
Libyan varieties put language names in the masculine, so this term will be used here only in reference
to other countries.



