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Methods and Sources for a New
Generation of Libyan Studies: A Roundtable

Much of the scholarship focused on Libya was long dominated by two
general directions: an archeological orientation toward the ancient
past on the one hand, and a concern with Muammar Gaddafi’s conten-
tious relationships with Western powers on the other. Both directions
belied colonial logics for knowledge production. The former could in-
form notions of Euro-Mediterranean heritage; the latter lent itself to
discussions oriented around prescriptions for US foreign policy. Since
2011, the field has broadened, and a new generation of scholars are re-
thinking earlier work, embracing interdisciplinarity and new methods,
and tackling understudied areas.

It was with this situation in mind that we convened virtually at
the Middle East Studies Association’s annual meeting on October 7th,
2020 to ask: where is Libyan studies today? Where might and should
it go from here? The contributions published here are adapted and ex-
panded from the remarks made by most of the participants of that
discussion. They underscore the challenges to conducting research
in and on Libya, which remain numerous, but they also highlight the
prospects for doing so in innovative ways that push the boundaries
of region and discipline. Shared across the contributions is a sense of
urgency for the work needed, which suggests a kind of anxiety over
the possible relationship between the dire situation of Libyan studies
and that of Libya. All authors also offer direct or indirect answers to
the oft-posed question — “but isn’t Libya inaccessible for research?” —
suggesting both practical routes to access archives and a critique of
the epistemology and politics that produce the question itself.

Adam Benkato examines the history of research on Libyan lan-
guages, suggesting how a range of variously unused and underused
archives offer a wealth of data to take up, and calling for collabora-
tions between scholars in Western institutions and language activ-
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ists in Libya to counter colonial approaches to language, identity,
and indigeneity. Fathia Elmenghawi reflects on her experience con-
ducting doctoral research in and on public spaces in Tripoli, paying
particular attention to the gendered dimensions of both the site and
the research endeavor. Asma Khalifa explores the ethics and politics
of undertaking field research in Libya, drawing on her own experience
adapting to shifting constraints. My contribution rounds out the dis-
cussion of fieldwork, surveying the politics of ethnography in Libya to
argue for the task of writing Libya back into relation and back into the
world. Amina Zarrugh makes an urgent call to sociology, exposing the
need to make Libya epistemologically legible in order to open the path
for nuanced, micro-level studies across a range of contexts, embracing
new methods along the way. Each contribution illustrates the signifi-
cant impact that a rigorous, historicized, and contextualized focus on
Libya is poised to make across a range of (inter)disciplinary conversa-
tions.
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