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An Introduction to Islamic cosmological doct r ines: Conceptions of nature and 

methods used for its study by the Ik.hwan al-Safa' , al-Birunt, and Ibn Sina. 

By Seyyad Hussein Nasr. The Belknap Press of Harvard University Press, 

Cambridge, Massachusetts, 1964. XXI-312 pages. 
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Martin Heidegger, TI ritorno dell'essere. Autore: Arrigo Colombo. Bologna, 

il Mulino, 1964. 726 pp. 
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- K. LOwith, Heidegger. Denker in dl1rftiger Zeit, 2. Aufl. ~ttingen, 1960, 
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- F. Wiplinger, Wahrheit und Geschichtlichkeit. Eine Untersuchung O.ber 

die Frage nach dem Wesen der Wahrhelt in Denken Martin Heideggers. 

Munchen, 1961, 386 pp. 

- · w. Marx, Heidegger und die Tradition. Eine problemge-schichtliche 

Einffthrung in die Grundlestimmungen des Seins. Stuttgart, 1961, 267 pp. 

- E. SchOfer, Die Sprache Heideggers. Pfullingen, 1962, 312 pp. 
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THE FORM and FUNCTION OF MISRATAH'S 

COMMERCIAL CENTRE 

by Dr. Gerald H. Blake 

Lecturer in Geography, University of Durham, England. 

Introduction 

With the advent of impressive oil revenues since 1961 the 
Government of Libya has wisely embarked upon physical planning 
at national and regional levels. Among the many plans being 
prepared by everseas consultants at the present time are master
plans for the coastal oasis towns of Tripolitania, including El 
Khums, Zliten and Misratah. (1) Of these Misratah constitutes a 
challenge of particular interest to the town planner as a result 
of its early evolution as an oasis market town through to the 
grandiose expansion of the Italian period. In its ground-plan 
Misratah illustrates many features of the larger cities of the 
Arab world which are so often the heirs of different cultures, 
with a European-style town grafted awkwardly on to a traditional 
type of Arab town (Figure 1). This arrangement poses many 
problems for the rationalisation of traffic flows and land use, and 
in the installation of piped water, electricity and sewerage. The 
research upon which this paper is based was carried out in 1966 
at a time when it was already clear that Misratah was on the 
verge of great changes. The aim was to examine traditional town
country relationships before they become totally obscured, and 
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these functional relationships are clearly reflected in the form 

of the town's commercial heart. 

At first sight the layout of Misratah has little to commend it. 

The street-pattern has clearly developed piecemeal, and on the 

fringes of the town there is much wasted land. Social facilities 

such as schools, post office and hospital are scattered inconveni

ently throughout the new town, but worst of all, there appears 

to be little to bind the old and the new towns together. It is hoped 

however that this paper will show that close examination of the 

central area of Misratah reveals much that is functionally sound, 

and a focus of interest in the shops and markets which give the 

town a sense of coherence and unity. When it is remembered 

that this central area has grown organically with no conscious 

planning it is remarkable how well it has been adapted to the 

needs of an oasis market.. This is not to say that it will not require 

replanning in the future to fulfil its functions as a regional and 

route centre of growing importance. 

The morphology of Misratah 

To understand the layout of the centre of Misratah and its 

relationship to the rest of the town, reference must be made to 

how the town has grown and expanded. 

The origins of Misratah are obscure and in any case not 

relevant to the theme of this paper. The important fact is that 

probably as early as the thirteenth century there was a very 

small own functioning as a local market and engaged in some 

form of inter-regional trade. The oldest mosque in the town 

(Al Ali) dates from the late fourteenth century, by which time 

the population may have been four or five hundred. It is not 

possible to reconstruct the medieval town with any certainty, but 

an attempt has been made in Figure 2. Dwellings and market 

place would doubtless have been within muezzin-call of the mos

que, and the market place may well have been on the fringe of 

the town as in many small towns and villages of Tripolitania 

today. It is quite likely that the site of the present livestock 
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market is the site of the old market place A d 
Misratah in 1821 suggests that there was alre~dy esc

1
ription of 

h thi · t b · " an ° d market somew ere near s pom , emg half occupied b 
d ti k. t ,, (2) Th Y a pool of green an s n mg wa er . e occurrence of season 1 fl . 

· d . a oodmg 
in basm-shape market places which have been created b th 
combined action of man, animals and wind is well kno.:n i~ 

North Africa and generaly indicates markets of great antiquity. 
The medieval town was probably limited in the south-east by the 
ancient cemetery and pond, and between them by an area of 
stony ground whose slightly greater elevation would have dis
couraged well-sinking. The alignment of the present-day east-west 
through road suggests that it follows the line of the most ancient 
caravan route which would have turned south-west to avoid the 
dune formations which extend far inland west of Misratah (Figu
re 3). Finally, medieval Misratah may have had a small Jewish 
community since some very old tombstones with Hebrew inscrip
tions have been found near the town.(3) If this was so, the Jews 
would probably have inhabited much the same part of the town 
as was later to become a Jewish quarter. 

If this reconstruction is substantially correct, it explains why 
later commercial activities have developed on the south and south 
western margins of the old town. The market place itself would 
have been a focal point, but it was also at the point where the 
east-west route and the route from the south, skirting the pond, 
would have met. It is certainly true that from the sixteenth 
century onwards Misratah's residential area expanded north and 
north-west rather than to the south and south-east (Figure 4). 
One reason for this could be the existence of a shallow "perched" 
water table underlying the older parts of the town which was 
not available in other directions. 

From the middle ages onwards, Misratah was a trading centre 
of some importance, though its fortunes fluctuated with those 
of its main trading partners. Under its old name of Thubactis 
the town carried on flourishing trade with Venice, Genoa and 
several North African ports. Wool, olive oil and salt were exported 
via Gasr Ahmad in return for silk and general merchandise. The 
fifteenth and sixteenth centuries were a period of decline and 

13 



obscurity but in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries there 
was a revival of trans-Saharan trade, particularly in slaves, and 
Misra tah found itself highly favoured as a collecting centre since 
Turkish taxes could be more easily evaded than nearer Tripoli.(4) 
But these activities appear to have had little impact on the town
scape apart from an increase in private houses. If any craftsmens' 
shops, stores or markets were built, they have not survived; pos
sibly they were in Yidr or Gasr Ahmad rather than Misratah. 
Most of the commercial buildings in existence today appeared 
after the beginning of the nineteenth century. 

The spate of building which occurrE.:d in the nineteenth cen. 
tury south and south-west of the town was the result of two 
factors. First, Misratah was becoming a market centre dependent 
upon wealth generated locally rather than upon transit trade 
largely as a result of the increasing sedentarisation of semi
nomadic cabilas east of the town. Weekly marketing of vegetables 
and livestock was becoming more important than seasonal mar
kets. Secondly, Misratah became the headquarters of a Mutasari
fiya in preference to El Khums and efforts were made to attract 
economic as well as administrative influence to the town by 
building new shops and markets. This deliberate policy may have 
ensured the supremacy of Misratah over neighbouring Yidr. 
During the nineteenth century therefore several streets of shops 
and workshops appeared around Maidan Ghardabiya, and a cove
red fruit and vegetable market was constructed. Building adjacent 
to Maidan Nasser occurred about a hundred yars ago and included 
several small suks such as Suk Az-Zait and Suk Al-Attara. Later 
in the century large blocks of shops were built adjacent to what 
was to become the Italian town. By the turn of the century 
commercial activity was already highly concentrated around Mai

dan Nasser. A notable feature of these developments was the 
continued separation of residential and commercial functions with 
the latter at that time still concentrated in peripheral areas. Some 
houses of Turkish style did appear among the commercial buil
dings, but they were very few. 

Effective Italian occupation was short-lived in Eastern Tri
politania, but in spite of this the Italian period (1922-1939) had 
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an enormous influence on the make-up of Misratah h' h 
d . ·a1 w 1c was designate as a provmc1 capital and a regional economic and 

social centre for huge new demographic estates at Daf • K . · Th ma, aranm and Tummma. us a great deal of building occurred m t f 
which did nQt affect t~e commercial quarter, except that :s fi~h 
~ar~~t was adde~. This ~uilding did however have one highly 
s1gruflcant result m that 1t shifted the town's centre of gravity 
to the south-west and had the effect of leaving the shops and 
markets at the geographical centre of the bu'lt s· . . . 1 -up area. mce mdependence much bmldmg has continued in and around the 
"Italian _town", thus firmly establishing the centrality of the 
commercial area with its shops and markets. 

Misratah's commercial functions 

Before turning to a detailed analysis of the centre of Misratah, 
its commercial functions must be outlined and consideration given 
to the nature and extent of its hinterland. 

Market days are held in Misratah three times a week on 
Sundays, Tuesdays and Thursdays. The only market town which 
is any kind of a rival to Misratah is Zliten lying nearly fifty 
kilometres to the west, but field investigations showed that visits 
are made to Misratah by people living within a very short distance 
of Zliten. There are also a number of farmers who visit markets 
in both towns, a practise made possible by the fact that in Zliten, 
markets are on Sundays and Wednesdays. Small local markets 
are held within Misratah's sphere of influence at Tawargha on 
Mondays and Thursdays, and at Zawiyat Al Mahjub on Fridays. 
There is thus a staggered arrangement of markets within the 
region which leaves Misratah without competition on Tuesdays 
and with no serious competition on Thursdays. 

Figure 5 is an attempt to delimit Misratah's hinterland, defined 
as the area from which people visit the market habitually though 
not necessarily frequently. The area covered is surprisingly exten
sive, taking in the whole of the Mutasarifiya of Misratah and 
extending beyond to the three small oases of Hun, Waddan, and 
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Sawknah in the south, to Sirte in the east, and Bani Uid in the 

west. Calculations based on figures published in 1967 suggest that 

the hinterland thus defined would embrace a total population of 

approximately 105,000.(5) The configuration of this hinterland 

is virtually unaffected by competition from other markets except 

Zliten in the northwest. In many ways the flow of goods to and 

from such markets on the margins of the great deserts is more 

akin to that of a sea-port, with distance playing a less decisive 

role than in regions with an even spread of population. 

Figure 5 also indicates the frequency of visits to the market 

in Misratah. Three zones can be identified, corresponding very 

roughly with three contrasting forms of land use. First, the vast 

outer area stretching as far as four hundred kilometres to the 

south, characterised by a fairly poor nomadic economy with a 

few tiny oases engaged in small-scale irrigated farming. The 

population is scanty, the most important contribution to the mar

ket being livestock and their products, particularly camels and 

wool. Next comes a middle zone where some settled population 

occurs and including a region of medium densities of population 

around Fani Ulid. Throughout this zone are a scattering of farmers 

who make the journey to Misratah at least once a week. Livestock 

are still important, but there is also a shifting cereal cultivation, 

olives and dates in some parts, and occasional patches of irrigated 

agriculture. The third zone is by far the most important, compri

sing the oasis of Tawarghah. Possibly two-thirds of the population 

served by Misratah inhabit this zone. Here, irrigated agriculture 

is the chief concern but livestock, dates and olives and cereals 

remain important, so that the amount of activity generated for 

the market is outstanding. Within this zone most families are 

represented at two or three markets every week. 

One of the functions of Misra tah therefore is to act as a 

market and exchange centre for the goods of these three comple

mentary regions. But more detailed consideration of the inner 

zone shows that there is marked local specialisation within the 

oasis itself which leads to intense demand for the exchange of 

goods, and this local trade is probably more important than the 

former. 
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In 1960 there were 6,700 holdings in Misratah oasis, 3,900 of 

which were exclusively devoted to dry cultivation of barley and 

wheat. (6) The remaining 2,800 holdings had at least some irri

gated land, but the proportion engaged in growing any one crop 

was surprisingly small. Thus less than 30% of the holdings grew 

sorghum, red peppers or broad beans, less than 30% grew melons, 

fodder crops, onions and tomatoes, while maize, groundnuts and 

potatoes were grown on less than 10% of the holdings. These 

figures reveal considerable scope for buying and selling agricul

tural produce even among farmers engaged in largely irrigated 

cultivation. Crop returns of the Mudiriyas of Al Mahjub and Al 

Zuruq, which lie west and east of the town respectively, reveal 

regional specialisation in crop production still further. Some 

examples are given in Table 1. Groundwater resources are more 

plentiful and less saline in the west than in the east and crop 

yields tend to be higher. In Al Zuruq on the other hand camels, 

goats and horses are more numerous because of the rough pastures 

available in the Sebkha of Tawurgha. Before the nineteenth cen

tury and the sedentarisation of many semi-nomads, Misratah may 

actually have been situated at a point of contact between agri

culturalists in the west and pastoralists in the east of the oasis. ( 18) 

Peaches, plums, pears and apples are grown on the ex-Italian 

estates, and these constitute another branch of production. 

The other notable feature of the Misratah oasis is the domestic 

manufacture of goods for sale in the market, quite clearly related 

to traditional specialisation among the different cabilas (Figure 6). 

Goods manufactured within the oasis and surrounding region 

Table 1. Production of selected irrigated crops, 1960 (7) 

Fodder crops 

Melons 

Sorghum 

Peppers 

Carrots 

Al Mahjub (West) 

36.8% 

34.1 % 

94.5% 

73.8% 

89.8% 

21 

Al Zuruq (East) 

63.2% 

65.9% 

55.5% 

26.2% 

10.2% 



Dry onions 22.2% 77.8% 

Potatoes 76.8% 24.1% 

Groundn uts 97.6% 2.4% 

Cucwnbers 2.0% 98.0% 

Maize 
91.1 % 8.9% 

are complementary in character and are generally produced only 

to satisfy local demands, though Misra tah's famous "Kalim" and 

"Forsha" carpets are an exception. With the exception of goatskin 

waterbags and Tawurgha mats none of the domestic products are 

made exclusively from local raw materials. Thus many raw mate

rials, notably wood, come from far away in quite large quantities, 

so that Misratah is not only an exchange centre for finished pro

ducts but also supplies essential raw materials. 

Another commercial function of the town is the sale of im

ported consumer goods including notably groceries, hardware and 

drapery. In terms of the circulation of cash this is undoubtedly 

the most important branch of trade, completely overshadowing 

locally produced foodstuffs and hand-made goods. This branch 

is also growing at the expense of others, but it can never replace 

them since the farmer still has to find an outlet for his own 

produce in the market place. 

All these activities together constitute an impressive focus of 

interest and it is not surprising to find the centre of Misratah 

packed with people every market day. A census carried out in 

July 1966 to count the number of people entering the town on a 

market day showed that the number exceeded 7,000 or approxi

mately 22% of the total male population of Misratah's hinterland 

outside the town itself. This census has been described fully else

where, (9) but it is important here that it confirmed the over

whelming importance of local trade to Misratah. Only a relatively 

small number entered the town from the south, which indicated 

only a moderate yield of people and goods from the extensive 

desert hinterland beyond Tummina. Secondly, it was found that 

25% entered by bicycle, 16% on foot and 17% using animal 

transport of some kind, and most of these can be assumed to 

oliginate within the oasis and not beyond. Although 42% arrived 
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. otor vehicles many of these lived near enough to b . k 

10 in d . . e pie ed 

b Peugot van rivers operatmg a shuttle service 
UP y 

. 

There are of course non-economic motives for coming t M' _ 
. . l . 0 lS 

h since the town 1s a reg10na social and administrati·ve c t 
rata , 

en re. 

Nor do all those who en~er on market days go with the sole inten-

tion of buying and sellmg, for market day is still an unrivalled 

portunity for the men to meet and exchange news and transact 

;:cial business. This function is now less significant, particularly 

among the younger generation, but it is still operative. 

The centre of Misratah: its functions and morphology 

It is apparent both from Figure 7 and from Table II that there 

are a large nwnber of business units in Misratah. "Business units" 

here include any commercial enterprise in which fixed premises 

of some kind are used, from the stalls in the covered markets to 

the craftsmens' shops and large specialist stores. A total of 678 

such units in a town of perhaps 19,000 persons is surprisingly large. 

Most of these are small family concerns engaging two or more 

adult members at some time in the week. Since women do not 

participate in buying and selling the proportion of the active male 

population of the town involved on a full or part-time basis is 

very significant. The absence of alternative sources of employment 

may have something to do with the number of businesses, but 

there is also a strong merchant tradition in Misratah which bes

tows prestige on individuals engaged in trading. A social motive 

for commerce is suggested by the fact that an unknown number 

of enterprises are not the sole source of income for their operators, 

arable or pastoral farming usually providing an additional source 

of income. Many premises which open only on market days, (some 

20% of the retail stores shown in Figure 7), presumably come 

into this category, though this is doubtful in the case of jewellers 

and carpet-sellers. Most part-time units are poor general stores 

away from the two main squares whose takings are generally 

very low. Some part-time shop-keepers and craftsmen live in vil

lages outside Misratah, maintaining premises in town for use on 
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market days - another reminder of the symbiosis of town . d . 1 . t and country in a pre-in ustna soc1e y. 

With so many enterprises competing with each other taki . . . , ngs cannot be very high, resultmg perhaps 1n average monthly 
profits of around £L40. But the economic incent~ves for partici;:~ 
ting in trade are nevertheless real, and several M1sratah merch t 
have accumulated sufficient capital to establish shops in 

0
~ s 

parts of Libya; Misratan merchants can be found in Bengh e_r 
az1, Tripoli, Derna and Tobruk. 

Table n - Retail stores in Misratah, 1966 

General stores 135 Building materials and 
Drapers 65 paint 

13 Grocers (+ 4 Cafes and restaurant 12 wholesale) 45 Motor vehicle -
Grain and seeds 37 accessories 7 Hardware 33 Raw wool 6 Jewellers 26 Watch and clock repairs 6 Barbers 24 Electrical goods and 

Butcher's shops 21 radios 5 Carpets and ma ts 20 Public scribes 4 
Paraffin and oils 19 Lamp repairs 3 
Bicycle sales and Photographers 2 

repairs 19 Pharmacy 1 
Clothes and shoes 15 Stationer 1 
Stallholders : TOTAL 518 

Greengrocers 60 
Butchers 35 

The list shown in Table II cannot be regarded as definitive. 
There may well be other units which were never discovered, but 
a further weakness is that of definition. How much drapery must 
a tailor sell to be classified as a draper? or how much hardware 
can a grocer stock before he becomes a "general store"? These 
difficulties arose largely from the low degree of specialisation, 
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general stores, drapers and grocers all exhibitin . 

V
erlap. Only on the fringe of the conune . lg a high degree of 

o rc1a cent 

l
ew town are European-type shops found _re, near the 

1 
· - a statio 

grapher and a number of shops dealing in 
1 

. ner, Photo-

. e ectrical goods and 

radios. 

The number of craftsmen (Table III) in Mi 
. f sratah was un 

doubtedly m excess o the present number somet· . · 
ime m the pat 

Their hey-day must have been before the influx f f s · 

h 
. 0 manu actured 

goods, w en caravans still passed through th t 
. . e own - and the 

last caravan was seen m Misratah in about 1911. 

Table m Craftsmen in Misratah, 1966 

Tailors 18 
Blacksmiths 13 
Cobblers 12 
Plough wrights 7 

Tinsmiths 7 

Coppersmiths 4 

Leatherworkers 4 

TOTAL 65 

Originally most crafts were pursued by countrymen who 

came into the town on market days, making use of rented premises 

to carry on their work. As with domestic industries, most crafts 

were the prerogative of a particular cabila. Examples are cobblers 

(Maghariba cabila), tinsmiths (Awlad Bayu cabila), blacksmiths 

(Haddad cabila) and ploughwrights (Balabla cabila). Today these 

crafts, as far as they survive, still remain firmly in the hands 

of these cabilas. Tailors do not belong to a particular cabila, but 

their is not strictly a traditional trade. Thus the grouping of 

craftsmen pursuing similar activities (Figure 8) seems to have 

been largely a social arrangement arising out of cabila specialisa

tons, and cannot be attributed to complex historical factors such 

as the guild system, as in the large towns and cities of the Arab 

world. Besides craftsmen, the grouping of jewellers, carpet sellers 
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and paraffin and oil merchants is significant. The jewellers are 
located in a small suk which could be locked at night for security 
purposes, and carpet sellers have to be together under cover to bid 
for carpets when they come in from the villages. Paraffin and 
oil lamp sellers are apparently the modern successors to copper
smiths and tinsmiths who once worked together in Suk Az-Zait. 

Besides trade carried on in fixed premises and the sale of 
farm produce in open markets, a number of other enterprises are 
carried on in the open air on market days. Some of these are 
shown on Figure 9. In July 1966 nearly 250 open-air traders were 
counted on a market day, the most numerous being raw wool 
sellers, grain and alfalfa merchants, and the sellers of Tawurgha 
mats. These activities require large open spaces of the kind avai
lable in the centre of Misratah, while others are more like pave
ment traders, selling cloth caps or general merchandise, but all . 
contribute in their ways to the centrifugal effect of the commercial 
heart of the town. 

It has been stated that the light industries of Misratah, though 
small, are among the fastest growing in Libya.(10) While indus
trialisation lies outside the scope of this paper, it is worth men
tioning that it is not local manufacturing whch has put local crafts
men out of business, but imported goods. Even the woodwork 
shops shown in Table IV have not greatly affected the carpenters 
since the latter are concerned primarily with making ploughs and 
not with the requirements of the local building industry. With 
the exception of bakeries, several of which appear on Figure 7 as 

Table IV Light industries in Misratah, 1966 

Woodwork 
Bakeries 
Concrete blocks 
Garages 
Engineering 
Flour mills 
Charcoal 

30 

24 

8 

8 
6 

5 

5 

2 
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FIG. 8 : SELECTED TRADES AND CRAFTS . 
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Olive presses 

Slaughterhouse 

Generator 

Floor tiles 

TOTAL 

2 
1 

1 

1 
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being in or near the centre, light industries have favoured more 

eripheral locations where property is larger and cheaper; thus 

~e roads to Gasr Ahmad, Tripoli and Benghazi all have their 

share. But industry does not distinguish between market days 

and non-market days, and for this reason ,a central location would 

be a distinct hazard on market days when traffic .is severely im

peded by pedestrians and open-air traders and their goods. 

There are two main squares in Misratah, Maidan Nasser and 

Maidan Ghardabiya. Of these, Maidan Nasser is undoubtedly the 

most important. Its north-east to south-west axis is situated 

astride internal routes between two broadly complementary sec

tors of the commercial centre of the town. A complex of shops, 

workshops and markets lie to the north-west of Maidan Nasser 

including the grain market and flour mills, fruit and vegetable 

markets and the fish market, (Figure 7 .and 9). This sector also 

specialises in carpets, jewellery:, paraffin and oil, and alfalfa. 

Maidan Ghardabiya itself is .the centre of a second complex south

east of Maidan Nasser, containing notably the livestock market, 

numerous butchers, blacksmiths and hardware merchants besides 

another covered fruit and vegetable market and poultry market. 

Maidal} Nasser also lies between several streets of traditional 

stores and workshops in the old town, and several modern shops 

and services in the new town (bicycles, banks, caf es, post office 

etc.) 

Thus on market days the square is crossed and re-crossed 

more frequently than any other part of the town. Within a radius 

of 100 metres of the centre of Maidan Nasser are situated a large 

proportion of the shops and craftsmen, and most of the covered 

and open markets in Misratah. It is also an important junction 

for east-west and north-south through routes on non-market days. 
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Types of shop vary considerably, but around Maidan Nasser 
they tend to be larger and better constructed than elsewhere. 
Some twenty-eight square metres of floor space is typical and 
concrete floors and iron shutters are almost standard. In the vici
nity of Maidan Ghardabiya however shops are older and floor 
space more restricted, fifteen square metres being typical, while 
wooden doors and earth floors are quite common. These differences 
account for the slightly higher rents in Maidan Nasser much more 
than any advantages resulting from centrality or favourable loca
tion. 

The present layout of Misratah's commercial centre has emer
ged over the last one hundred and fifty years largely as the result 
of initiatives taken by successive administrations, but also invol
ving some private enterprise. The centre is compact, embracing 
a whole range of economic functions. The emphasis throughout 
is on small business units and individual buying and selling, 
though there are exceptions. But these traditional ways will change 
during the next decade : shops will replace stores; imported goods 
will overwhelm many domestic products; and marketing methods 
will be improved and rationalised. Indeed, NASA's ambitious 
schemes for the ex-Italian estates may usher in co-operative 
buying and selling and possibly the local processing of agricultural 
produce. All this implies change, but it may not be necessary 
to give a totally new heart to Misratah to fulfil these functions -
the p rese nt centre coulcfbe adapted and expanded for the purpose. 
Such cautious replanning would have the advantage of preserving 
a sense of continuity in the centre, which more than any other part 
of the town has helped create a feeling of community in Misratah. 
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Francesco Gabriell 

Recenti studi di storia musulmana in Italia 

Nonosante la presenza di due grandi nomi, Amari e c t · 
• d' t · 1m ae am, 

gli stud1 1 s ona musu ana hanno rappresentato sempre in !tali 

una rarita. Nell'esigua schiera degli arabisti e islamisti italiania 

ancor piu rari son quelli, nel passato e nel presente, che alla civilt~ 

dell 'Islam abbiano dedicato un interesse storico in senso stretto 

preferendo studiarne piuttosto gli aspetti istituzionali, giuridici'. 

letterari, e sopratutto religiosi. E facile qui l'osservazione che, 

costituendo l'elemento religioso la base di tutta la civilta islamica, 

e naturale che ad esso vada sopratutto l'interesse degli studiosi; 

ma cio non toglie il fatto che oltre quei due grandi islamisti italiani 

sopra ricordati tutta una schiera di stranieri (nominiamo appena, 

pel passato, Wellhausen e Becker, Lammens e Bartold, e piu vicini 

a noi un Sauvaget un Levi-Proven~al, un Cahen), senza misconos

cere quella caratteristica della civilta musulmana medievale (ma 

non si potrebbe dire altrettanto di quella del Medioevo occiden

tale?), abbiano lavorato a lumeggiarne oltre e sotto l'aspetto reli

gioso quelli etico-politici, economici e sociali. In Italia, tolte quelle 

due cospicue eccezioni, la produzione piu propriamente storio

grafica negli studi arabo-islamici e stata sempre quantitativamente 

assai scarsa, e scarso l'interesse dei nostri islamisti per i grandi 

problemi di storia generale che sfiorano o incidono nella storia 

musulmana: bas ti pensare che la tesi Pirenne e la polemica cor

relativa solo oggi han trovato qualche eco in lavori di arabisti 

italiani (1) . Questa constatazione che ci limitiamo a enunciare si 
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imponeva a capo del nostro modesto bilancio, modesto quantita

tivamente, che per la superiore qualita di taluni studi, e il medio 

livello di tutti, esso non sfigura accanto alla analoga produzione 

della islamistica straniera. Si potra piuttosto osservare che, almeno 

per la parte piu antica, gli argomenti trattati sono spesso, piu che 

meramente storici, storico-religiosi, il che si spiega con la caratte

ristica ora accennata, della storia orientale e islamica in particolare 

svoltasi sub specie fidei: ma non senza che ai suoi attenti indaga

tori traspaia, sotto quel comune denominatore, la varieta e con

cretezza dei soggiacenti impulsi, delle diverse passioni. 

I limiti di questo nostro rapporto vanno dal '45 al '65, coe 

all'incirca il passato ventennio. Una abbastanza analitica tratta

zione generale di storia islamica potremmo menzionare in questo 

periodo perche composta e uscita primamente in veste italiana, 

anche se non italiano ne e l'autore, lo spagnolo F. Pareja: il quale 

nel suo vasto trattato di Islamologia ha dedicato alla storia politica 

di questa civilta uno spazio che forse, per le ragioni anzidette, 

non le avrebbe concesso prima d'ora uno studioso italiano (2). 

Piu agili sintesi generali di storia araba e islamica, dovute a Laura 

Veccia Vaglieri, sono incluse in opere collettive come Le civilta 

dell'Oriente sotto gli auspici dell'ISMEO, e la Storia universale di 

Vallardi (3); mentre disegni limitati a singoli popoli musulmani 

sono i volumetti su Gli Arabi di F. Gabrieli, e I Persiani di Ales

sandro Bausani (4). Mada questa sia pur alta divulgazione, affret

tiamoci a passare a lavori particolari. Se la vita fosse durata a 

Michelangelo Guidi, prematuramente scomparso nel 1946, avrem

mo avuto da lui un'opera d'insieme sulla Storia e cultura degli 

Arabi, cui lavorava appassionatamente nei suoi ultimi anni, e che 

avrebbe rappresentato il frutto di una vita di ricerche e medita

zioni in questo campo. Ma cio che solo egli arrivo a compierne, e 

apparve come un postumo frammento (5). e la parte iniziale sull'

Arabia preislamica, e la figura e l'opera del Profeta, in cui il 

Guidi ribadi talune sue idee e principi metodici fondamentali : 

cauta rivalutazione della tradizione per cio che tocca il Pagane

simo arabo e la vita di Maometto, sostanziale originalita araba 

del suo messrggio, pur nutrito delle note fonti monoteistiche 

d'ispirazione, giudaiche e cristiane. Come avrebbe poi egli tratato 
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C
onquiste e l'impero arabo (egli che a nost . 

Je ro ncordo f u 
. ico rappresentante di quell'interesse piu sto .. 

1
, . un 

UP . , . uco-re 1g10s0 che 
·co*polit1co verso l antlco mondo dell'Islam) non . ,\. d 

etl C , . . ci 1:: ato ormai 
h 

congetturare. 0s1 come 11 mohvo storico-rer • 
c e . 11· 1g10s0, ma non 

nza acuta mte 1genza anche del politico sta all b 
se . . . ' a ase delle 
. erche della Veccia Vaghen sul periodo delle origin· . 1 . 

r1c . 
1 

. . . . 1 1s am1che, 
.
1 

primo sc1sma e e pnme lotte c1V1h (6): ricerche gi· t 
1 , . . us amente 

P
rezzate anche al 1 Estero, che costitmscono il maggi·o t . ap . . . . . r conn-

b to della 1slam1shca 1tahana nell'utimo ventennio pe t u . , r ques a 
piu arcaica fase della stona musulmana. 

Dalla scuola napoletana della stessa nostra arabista che h 
·u ' a 

aputo utilizzare, per 1 ustrare l'intricatissimo problema dell 

:rigini del Kharigismo e della Shia alidica, un gruppo di font~ 

ibadite rimaste finora trascurate per la loro eta piu tarda sono 

usciti vari altri studi in argomento, di cui, come piu schietta~ente 

storico ricorderemo almeno uno del suo allievo e successore Ro

berto Rubinacci, sul califfo Abd al-Malik e gli Ibaditi (7); con 

esso, entriamo in pieno in quel secolo degli Omayyadi, oggetto 

delle classiche opere di Wellhausen e Lammens, e si direbbe 

quindi uno dei meglio noti e studiati periodi dell'antica storia del 

Califfato. Quanto possa ancor spigolarsi nel solco di quelle opere 

classiche (a prescindere da contributi di stranieri come il Gibb) _ 

appare nel cam.po prosopografico da qualche piu recente lavoro del 

sottoscritto su Maslama l'assediatore di Costantinopoli, e sul primo 

conquistatore arabo d'India Muhammad ibn al-Qasim (8), mentre 

altri miei studi omayyadi sono anteriori al ventennio in questione; 

e in campo archeologico e storico-artistico, dagli studi in corso di 
' Vincenzo Strika (9). Certo per l'eta omayyade le linee essenziali e 

una folla di particolari sono stati fissati da que idue grandi storici 

al principio del secolo con cosi ferma mano, da non lasciare agli 

epigoni che un lavoro marginale, giustificato sempre dal fascino 

particolare di quel periodo, la primavera dell' Arabismo e dell'

Islam congiunti, allora in piena espansione. 

Assai piu vasto e libero campo offre come e noto il periodo 

successivo, quell'eta abbaside che si stende per cinque secoli, quasi 

lungo ponte fra le origini dell'Islam e il nostro tardo Medioevo, e 
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che vide il piu maturo fiorire, l'acme e la gia iniziata decadenza 

della civilta musulmana. Una completa storia analitica dell'epoca 

abbaside, fondata sulle fonti , e ancora da farsi, e solo singoli settori 

ne sono stati anticipati, come nella ricca storia del visirato, del 

Sourdel. Per quanti riguarda il piu recente contributo italiano, 

citiamo anzitutto gli eccellenti stucli di S. Moscati su singole figure 

di califfi (al-Mahdi, al-Ha.di) , come sul grande agitatore e pro

pagandista Abu Muslim che porto la rivoluzione abbaside alla 

vittoria, e altri episodi della preparazione e trionfo di quello 

stesso rivolgimento (10). Li citiamo col rammarico di una promet

tente opera interrotta, per essersi l'autore poi tutto dedicato ad 

altri campi della semitistica, dapprima coltivati in parallelo con 

questi nostri: i saggi da lui pubblicati su queste origini abbasidi, 

e quello sulla piu antica Shia (11), mostrano la compiutezza d'infor

mazione e l'acume critico proprio di questo studioso in ogni campo 

del suo lavoro, e fanno piu rimpiangere che la su opera ci sia qui 

venuta meno: accompagnandosi a qualche piu vecchio nostro studio 

su questo periodo, essa segna alcune linee di una futura storia 

ancor da scriversi almeno del prirno secolo abbaside; e di un tal 

contributo italiano l'islamistica straniera (Sourdel, Cahen) che 

ora attivamente vi lavora, ha mostrato di tenere il giusto conto. 

In questa prima eta abbaside, si continuano d'altro canto gli inte

ressi e le ricerche di eresiografia musulrnana cui abbiam.o gia 

accennato, facenti capo alla Veccia Vaglieri: a lei stessa dobbiamo 

un importante studio sulla sopravvivenza del Kharigismo in e_poca 

abbaside (12), un cui episodio e stato ulteriorrnente illustrato da 

G.R. Scarcia (13); a lei ancora uno studio sulle prime rivolte 

alidiche sotto gli Abbasidi, integrato da una ricerca di R. Traini 

(14): tutti lavori in cui l'intrec~io talvolta indi~tricabile di religione 

e politica in questa storia musulmana esce ad evidenza documen

tato. 

Ma la storia medievale dell'Islam non si svolse solo nella lon

tana Asia Anteriore. avulsa dalla storia dell'Occidente stesso. 

L'eta abbaside include infatti i rapporti raggiungibili (in una suf

ficiente documentazione storiografica) fra l'Oriente e il Maghrib 

islamico, e !'Occidente latino : storia della Spagna e della Sicilia 

musulmane, incursioni arabe in Francia e in Italia, storia mediter-
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. ea e bizantina, Crociate. E questo il camp h f . . 
1an . A • • • • • M' 0 c e ra no1 m 

ll·a domino a1 su01 g101m 1chele Amari di cui· . 
rta . , s1 va ora pre-

·ando l'edizione naz10nale delle opere entrate alm . 
pa1 . ' eno m parte 

1 Cl·rcolo della cultura stonca generale · quell'Am . h 
ne . . . . . . · an c e all' 

P
osto di altn emmenb nostri stud10s1 si interesso poco 11,1 1 op lt' . 11 . . a s am 

. quanto tale, e mo 1ss1mo a a sua 1rrad1azione mediter 
Jll . s· ·1· N I . . ranea, 

Che oltre la patna 1c1 ia. e pm profondo solco da lui· t 
an . . . . aper o, 
questo vent~n~10 ha v1sto tutta u~a _f10nta di studi, da parte di 

storici arab1sb e anche non arab1sb, appoggiantisi per il lato 

tecnico all'opera e al consiglio degli orientalisti. Casi sono nati i 

due pregevoli volumetti di Giosue Musca, rispettivamente su 

Carlo Magno e Harun ar-Rashid e sull'emirato arabo di Bari (15), 

che anche se non apportano rivoluzionari dati nuovi, riesaminano 

le vecchie questioni con piena conoscenza, diretta o indiretta, delle 

fonti, e sopratutto con spirito storico nuovo rispetto alle precedenti 

trattazioni (per restare all'effimero emirato barese, Amari Io aveva 

guardato con l'occhio del patriota italiano del risorgimento, mentre 

il medievista del Novecento arriva a una piu serena ed equilibrata 

sua valutazione tra le forze cozzanti in quel IX secolo nell'ltalia 

meridionale). Al seguente decimo secolo ci riportano i rapporti 

fra Berta di Toscana e il califato di Baghdad, rivelati da un testo 

arabo solo ora inteso e interpretato a fondo grazie a Giorgio Levi 

Della Vida (16), il maestro degli studi semitici e arabo-islamici 

da poco scomparso, anche per la storia islamica una delle rare 

eccezioni allo scarso interesse degli italiani per questo settore (si 

debbono a lui, collaboratore e ideale discepolo di Caetani, impor

tanti studi sul califfato di Ali e su quello di Mu'awiya, anteriori 

entrambi ai termini di questa nostra rassegna; ma entro tali 

termini, dell'opera storica di quel grande arabista occorre ricordare 

anche le pagine sul mondo islamico nell'eta di Federico II, con 

cui gia giungiamo al l'epoca delle Crociate (17). Quan to alla Sicilia 

araba, continuatore per quanta e possibile di Amari ci appare oggi 

U. Rizzitano, che dalla cattedra di Palermo ha ridesto l'interesse 

per gli studi arabo-siculi nella prosopografia letteraria, nella geo

grafia, e anche specificamente nella storia: si tratta certo di 

schegge e frammenti rispetto al blocco imponente dell'opera ama

riana, ma che attestano la continuita, o meglio la ripresa tra noi 

di una tradizione gloriosa, di cui in certi momenti si era paventata 
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la to tale estinzione (18). Tra gli ultimi e meno noti frutti della 
produzione di Amari sono gli studi sulle lotte di Genova e Pisa 
nel Tirreno contro i Musulmani: e per questa parte all'Amari si 
riattacca lo studio diligentissimo che sul Mugetto o Mugia.hid, il 
signore di Denia e invasore della Sardegna, ci ha dato anni fa in 
arabo Clelia Cerqua Sarnelli, di cui altre posteriori ricerche pro
vano il persistente interesse per la storia maghrebina e arabo
spagnola. (19) Siamo ormai all 'Xl secolo, alla vigilia delle Cro
ciate. Nel moltiplicarsi della letteratura storia su di esse in questi 
decenni (ricorderemo la storia a collaborazione multipla di Fila
delfia, e quelle individuali del Runciman, del Waas, della Olden
burg, e la recentissima di F. Cognasso), puo messa insieme una 
decina d'anni fa, e rivelatasi utile per gli studiosi non orientalisti 
(20). Il vecchio Recueil parigino e oggi in gran parte superato 
per la quantita e qualita delle nuove fonti musulmane rese note, 
e l'indagine storica relativa non puo ignorare l'opera del Gibb, del 
Cahen, del Lewis, del Kraemer, del Gottschalk, su personaggi e 
momenti di quel periodo visti con critica analisi delle fonti musul
mane. Per parte nostra, ci sia permesso accennare ancora a due 
piccoli studi nostri su Federico Il e la cultura musulmana (21), e 
sulle Ambasce1ie di Baibars a Manfredi (22), oltre al capitolo 
d'insieme sulla Storiografia araba delle Crociate, tutti rampollati 
da quella nostra antologia (23). Durante l'eta delle Crociate, il 
califfato abbaside e in dissoluzione, e prima che essa finisca si 
spegne del tutto; l'Arabismo si va obliterando come protagonista 
dell'Islam, e gli succede in sempre maggior misura l'elemento 
turco. E il periodo in cui, dissoltasi ogni superstite parvenza 
dell'originario Impero arabo-islamico, vengno sempre piu in primo 
piano i suoi eredi : l'Impero ottomano, e gli Stati che esso protegge 
o a cui si op pone :i Barbareschi e i Persiani. 

La storia politica della Persia musulmana non ha finora des
tato l'interesse della nostra rifiorita iranistica, salvo forse, per 
!'eta moderna, del migliore allievo di Bausani, Scarcia (24). Di 
storia ottomana, dopo il compianto Ettore Rossi, si e invece 
occupato con originali ricerche Alessio Bombaci, tra l'altro con 
uno studio su Venezia e l'impresa turca di Otranto (25), che fu 
molto apprezzato dal maestro ora scomparso di questi studi, 11 
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. rafo di Maometto II Franz Babinger. Piu numerosi perA 

biog . . 1
. . . tal · t· . , o sono 

tributl 1ta 1am, onen 1s 1c1 o no, per I epoca e amb· t 

i con . . . . ien e 

baresco· dallo stud10 d1 Mana Nallmo sulle relazioni fra G 

bar · . . . enova 

e il Marocco nel sec. XVIII (2~), a1 n~meros1 lavori di A. Riggio 

Ila
 Tunisia barbaresca (27)~ f1no al hbro di S. Bono su I corsati 

SU • f d 
barbaresclu (28), on. ato su una scrupolosa documentazione di 

rte occidentale, che 1nquadra rettamente il fenomeno della corsa 

p:ua storia geopolitica del Mediterraneo, e ne intende i fonda

~enti giuridici entro il concetto musulmano della guerra santa 

0 gihad. 

Con l'eta a noi piu vicina e coeva, muta radicalemente Io 

sfondo della storia islamica, anzi ci si puo domandare se di storia 

islamica si puo ancora parlare, se non nell'ovvio senso di una storia 

dei singoli popoli musulmani: giacche il loro comune denomina tore, 

se uno se ne puo ancor trovare, non e piu tanto il vincolo religioso 

quanta la nuova idea-forza del nazionalismo (qawmiyya). Citando 

impudentemente ancora una volta noi stessi, ricorderemo il nostro 

tentativo di tracciar le linee direttive di un tale processo nel 

libretto Risorgimento arabo (29), e ancor piu di recente nell' 

appendice ("II mondo arabo nell'ultimo cinquantennio") alla ver

sione italiana della History of the Arabs del Hitti (30). Questo 

processo, che partendo dagli ottocenteschi ideali di liberta e demo

crazia e spesso sboccato in quelli assai diversi del social-naziona

lismo, si potrebbe seguire per quasi tutte le regioni del mondo 

islamico, arabo e non arabo. Ma senza qui attardarci oltre in 

diagnosi d 'insieme, precisiamo che esistono gia in italiano buone 

trattazioni settoriali di storia moderna di popoli islamici, come 

quella sull'Egitto moderno di P. Minganti (31) e quella sull' 

Algeria del Rainero (32), cui presto si aggiungera, pubblicato 

post.umo a cura dell'Istituto per l'Oriente. Ampie cronache non 

ancor decantate in storia possono inoltre leggersi su tutti gliodierni 

Stati musulmani nella rivista romana Oriente Moderno, da quasi 

mezzo secolo assidua osservatrice e commentatrice della vita ma

teriale e spirituale di tutti i popoli orientali su cui si e impresso 

il segno dell'Islam. 

77 

,-



Giunti alla fine della nostra rassegna, possiamo domandarci 

i quali campi e in quali direzioni sia preferibilmente da avviare 

la futura ricerca. Sua ovvia premessa ci pare la piu compiuta 

fusione possibile tra la preparazione filologica, cioe l'accesso diretto 

alle fonti, e lo schietto interesse storico, anche storico religioso se 

si vuole, ma rivolto non meno alla storia politica, economica e 

sociale. In quest'ultimo campo in particolare, che solo di recente 

ha preso anche nel settore islamico un promettente sviluppo, n 
contributo italiano e stato finora quasi assente per quanto riguarda 

l'Islam medievale ( una lodevole eccezione e il recente studio di 

Rita Rose Di Meglio sul commercio arabo con la Cina) (33), e 

anche chi come il sottoscritto si sente personalmente meno attratto 

da queste ricerche, non perci<J ne sente meno la legitimita e neces

sita. Ma tutta la storia, economica o no, dei cinque secoli abbasidi, 

chiave e cuore della civilta islamica del Medioevo, attende ancora 

una paziente, sistematica trattazione; e con essa quella dei secoli 

di decadenza dell'Islam arabo, l'eta dei Mamelucchi d'Egitto ad 

esempio (sui quali segnaliamo l'iniziato attraente studio di M. 

Nallino, sui suoi riflessi nei Diari di Marin Sanudo) (34), o quella 

del periodo ottomano. E una verita sgradevole per noi italiani ma 

non percio meno vera, che molto materiale inedito e mal conos

ciuto, attinente alla sto1ia dei nostri rapporti col mondo 

musulmano, giace nei nostri archivi e biblioteche, e in piu d'un 

caso studiosi stranieri ce ne vengono a dare adeguata notizia (ine

dita e rimasta ad esempio la trattazione del Bombaci sui documenti 

ottomani dell'Archivio di Venezia). L'altro campo ancora in gran 

parte da dissodare e quello della storia contemporanea dei vari 

popoli e stati a popolazione islamica, ove certo e piu facile tracciare 

linee generali anziche elaborare pazientemente l 'enorme materiale 

della cronaca e publicista recente, ricavando da tali materiali 

grezzi la storia, come ha fatto B. Lewis per la moderna Turchia. 

Questi ci paiono i piu urgenti compiti delle piu giovani leve. Per 
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Note 

( 1) Si veda il nostro studio Arabi e Bizantini nel Mediterraneo 

centrale, in "Bull. dell'Ist. Storico Italiano peril Medio Evo", 

n. 76, 1964, pp. 31-46 (ora anche nel volume l'Islam nelJa 

storia, Bari 1966, pp. 39-55). 

(2) F. PAREJA, Islamologia, Roma 1951 (tradotto poi m piu 

lingue; l'ultima edizione e la francese, Beirut 1964). La 

trattazione storica occupa circa una meta dell'opera intera, 

cioe oltre 500 pagine. 

(3) Le civilta dell'Oriente, III (Storia), Roma 1956, pp. 199-351; 

Storia universale, III, 2, Milano 1965 pp. 139-595. 

(4) F. GABRIEL!, Gli Arabi, Firenze 1957; A BAUSANI, I Per

siani, ibid. 1962. 

(5) M. GUIDI, Storia e cultura degli Arabi fino alla morte di 

Maometto, Firenze 1951. 

(6) L. VECCIA VAGLIERI, Il conflitto Ali-Mu'awiya e la seces

sione k.harigita riesaminati alla luce di fonti ibadite, in "An

nali Istituto Orientale di Napoli", n.s. IV (1952), pp. 1-94. 

Accanto a questo importante lavoro (le cui tesi peraltro non ci 

sentiremmo tutte di accettare), son da ricordare della stessa 

autrice molti impegnativi articoli prosopografici, nella 2° 

edizione della Encyclopedie de l'Islam p. es. su Ali e Fatima, 
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RUBINACCI, Il califfo Abd al-MalJk lbn Marwan e gll 

(7) ~aditi, in "annali Ist. Orientale di Napoli", n.s. v 0 953), 

P 
99-122. 

p . 

GABRIEL!, L'eroe omay'yade Maslamah ibn Abd al-Malik, 

(8) ~- "Rendiconti Lincei", ser. 8, V (1950), pp. 22-39; Muhammad 

;~n Qasim ath-Thaqafi e la penetrazione araba nel Sind, 

.b'd ser. 8 XX (1965), pp. 345-62, quest'ultimo anche nel 

1 1 ., ' 

citato volume L'lslam nella storia, pp. 69-95. 

v. STRIKA, La formazione dell'iconografia del Califfo nell'

(9) arte omayyade, in "Annali Ist. or. Napoli", n.s. XIV (1964), 

pp. 727-57. 

(IO) s. MOSCATI, Studi storici sol califfato di al-Mahdi, in 

"Orientalia", n.s. XIV (1945), pp. 300-354; Nuovi studi storici 

sul califfato di al-Mahdi, ibidem, XV (1946), pp. 155-79; Le 

califat d'al-Badi, in "Studia Orientalia", XIII (1946), pp. 1-28; 

Studi su Abu Muslim, I-III, in "Rendiconti Lincei", ser. 8, 

rv (1949), pp. 323-35 e 474-95, V (1950), pp. 89-105; Les mas

sacres des Umayyades dans l'histoire- et dans Ies fragments 

poetiques, in "Archiv Orientalny", XVIII (1950), pp. 88-155; Il 

testamento di Abu Hashim, in "Riv. Studi Orientali", XXVII 

(1952), pp. 28-46. 

(11) S. MOSCATI, Per una storia dell'antica Si'a, in "Riv. Studi 

Orientali", XXX (1955), pp. 251-67. 

(12) L. VECCIA V AGLIERI, Le vicende del Harigismo in epoca 

abbaside, in "Rivista Studi Orientali", XXIV (1949), pp. 31-44 

(13) G. SCARCIA, Lo scambio di lettere tra Barun al-Rashid e 

Hamza al-Harigi secondo ii "Ta'rih-i Sistan", in "Annali Ist. 

Orientale di Napoli", n.s. XIV (1964), pp. 623-45. 

(14) L. VECCIA VAGLIERI. Divagazioni su due rivolte alidi, nel 

volume A Francesco Gabriell, Roma 1964, pp. 315-50; R. TRAI

N!, L~ corrispondenza tra al-Mansur e Muhammad. "an-Nafs 

az-zakiyyah, in "Annali Ist. Or. Napoli", XIV (1964). pp.773-98 
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(15) G. MUSCA, Carlo Magno ed Harun al-Rashid, Bari 1963; 

L'emirato di Bari (847-871), Bari 1964 (2 ed. 1967). 

(16) G. LEVI DELLA VIDA, La corrispondenza di Berta di Tos

cana col califfo Muktafi, in "Rivista Storica Italiana", LXVI 

(1954), pp. 21-38, ora anche nel volume Anedd'oti e svaghi 

arabi e non arabi, Milano-Napoli 1959, pp. 26-44. 

(17) Il mondo islamico al tempo di Federico Il, in Atti del Con

vegno intern. di Studi Federiciani, Palermo 1953, pp. 149-60, 

e nel cit. Aneddoti e svaghi, pp. 45-57. 

(18) U. RIZZITANO, Nuove fonti arabe per la storia dei musul

mani di Sicilia, in "Riv. Studi Orientali", XXXII (1957), 

pp. 531-55; Gli Arabi in Italia, nel volume L'occidente e l'lslam 

nell'Alto Medioevo (Atti del XII Convegno di Spoleto), Spo

leto 1965, pp. 93-114. MOLT! altri lavori dello stesso autore 
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arabosicula. La Storia dei Musulmani di Sicilia, come e noto, 

fu riedita a cura di C.A. Nallino, Catania 1933-1939. 

(19) C. SARNELLI CERQUA, Mugiahid al-Amiri, Cairo 1961; La 
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in "Annali Ist. Orientale di N:apoli.s', XIV (1964), pp. 597-622; 
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Landed property and economic change in Tripolitania 

By Dr. K. Mc Lachlan 

School of oriental and African Studies, London University 

One of the many problems facing the planners who are for

mula ting the second Libyan national development plan is the 

improvement of agricultural productivity. It has been suggested 

by Libyan economists that a major obstacle to development of 

the agricultural sector is the confused state of land holding. (1) 

This paper will discuss the present situation regarding land hol

ding and the nature of fragmentation against the background of 

economic change. 

There are three zones of land holding in Tripolitania, corres

ponding roughly with the three natural regions into . which the 

country is divided according to the incidence of rainfall. The 

littoral gardens, a series of discontinuous oases running close to 

the coast, constitute the first and most important region. Here 

rainfall is greater than 250 millimetres in .an average year and 

water is available for irrigation from a shallow water table. South 

of the oases, the littoral steppe lands run between the foothills of 

the interior and the coastal .oases, or, in places to the sea -itself. 

Thirdly, there is the open steppe of the arid interior. 

1 - Azonnl, M.M., and Attiga, A.A., "Analysis of available ,agricultural 

data in relation to agricultural production and planning", Technical 

sub-committee, Draft Five Year Plan, 1962. 
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In the oasis garden area, most of the land is held under private

title at the present day. In the littoral steppe zone private owner

ship by both individuals and t r ibal groups is the general rule. 

Lands of the open steppe are held by the Government of Libya, 

but over large areas occupation by tribal groups has resulted in 

the practice of communal land holding. Much of the following 

discussion wil refer to the situation concerning land holding in 

the first two regions. 

In the centuries before the Arab conquest of Libya, that is 

before the ninth century A.D., economic activity in Tripolitania 

had been concentrated in the fertile oases and hill areas of the 

north .. All available evidence indicates that the resources of these 

northern areas supported a prosperous and sedentary society en

gaged in cereal cultivation and orcharding. (2) The Arab con

querors of the ninth and eleventh centuries laid waste the agri

cutlural areas and assimilated surviving human groups to their 

nomadic society. (3) Thus at the close of the twelfth century, the 

oases and steppe were united to form a continuous grazing land 

held by nomadic herding groups. 

Since the migration cycle of the nomadic groups is based upon 

the availability of pasture in different climatic regions at different 

times of years, the Arabs introduced a simple recognition of 

different natural regions into Tripolitania. The oases and hill 

areas of the north were used as refuges during the long and dry 

summer and as areas of supplementary cropping for grains and 

tree crops. The early autumn and spring pastures of the open 

steppe each gave rise to further regional specialisation. According

ly, most tribal groups occupied lands lying along a north-south 

axis beginning in the oases of the north, passing through the 

littoral steppes, and ending in the open steppe of the south. The 

broad division of land use zones which emerged from the Arab 

2 _ Broe, A. , "Orcharding in Tripollania", Alfred Broe Ing. E.C.A.T., Farm 

at Sidi Ben Zid Mission, 1954. 

3 _ Evans-Pritchard, E.E. "The Sanusi of Cyrenaica", Oxf ord at the 

Clarendon Press, 1949. 
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to a share of the tribal domains as a personal right and not 

through inheritance of a father 's share. Thus any increase or 

decrease in the number of families was reflected in the annual 

division of lands. Similarly, flock numbers owned by each family 

tended to fluctuate widely with variations in herding skill and 

luck and the uneven incidence of drought conditions throughout 

the tribal lands. Hence the pasture needs of the individual herding 

group tended to vary from year to year, often to the degree where 

the loss of livestock eliminated se·ctions of a tribe from the migra-

tion cycle. 

The nomadic system and the land holding pattern associated 

with it was losing much of its vitality by the close of the nineteenth 

century. Relati ve peace and order under the Turkish administra

tion had encouraged permanent settlement in the more fertile 

oases and hill lands of the north. Many tribal fractions, and 

even whole tribes, had built semi-permanent dwellings in the 

oases and had undertaken simple land reclamation works. There 

was a natural tendency for the owners of the constructions to 

retain the land on which they were built from one year to another. 

By the close of the nineteenth century, annual re-distribution of 

oasis lands in the north was no longer practised, although herding 

activity in the steppes continued. 
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The trend towards arable farming was encouraged by the 

Turkish administration. Communal land holding had been offi

cially di scouraged since the early years of the sixteenth century, 

when the Turks had first invaded Libya. Taxation in the subject 

territories had been scheduled on the basis of the individual rather 

than the tribe, and the existence of unknown numbers of tribesmen 

working over vast areas made administration difficult and often 

impossible. Early in the eighteenth century it was enacted that 

there was no legal necessity for a man to remain in a system of 

joint ownership. But declarations of this kind promulgated in the 

Ottoman capital appear to have had no immediate influence on 

the Tripolitanian tribal organisation. 

In 1858, the formulation of the Ottoman Land Code explicitly 

forbade joint ownership by tribes or similar groups. These laws 

could be enforced only in the northern areas of Libya, since the 

country was on the margins of Turkish military control. It is appa

rent, however, that the accumulated force of legislation and the 

action of local officials in Tripolitania had undermined the strictly 

communal system by the end of the nineteenth century. In 

the larger oases of the north, particularly in the environs of 

Tripoli, many individuals had registered their lands with the 

Turks. In outlying areas such as Misurata, this trend was less 

marked, but even here some five per cent of owners had regis

tered title to oasis lands. 

The trend towards individual ownership of land in the nor

thern areas culminated in the land divisions of Tripolitania mainly 

in the years 1900 to 1914. Transfer from common to individual 

ownership was accomplished by the traditional method of dividing 

the land by its land use quality and distributing a parcel of each 

kind of land to each family. This is reflected at the present time 

in the dispersion of farm holdings over wide areas within the 

tribal lands and the existence of a large number of non-contiguous 

fragments of land making up one holding. In Zavia Oasis, one 

farmer holds seventeen parcels of land. ( 4) In Tripolitania as a 

4 - Theodorou, N.T. "Report to the Government of Libya on indigenous 

and Italian farm enterprises In the Zavla area". F.A.O. Report N°. 259, 

Rome 1954. 
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bY the farmer who works 1t, 33 per cent is held under tribal own

dership and three per cent is held under rental. (6) 

An interesting effect of this late transition from communal 

to individual owndership is that land holding retains a relatively 

egalitarian aspect even today. Throughout Libya farm size varies 

as follows: -

Area of farm holdings in Libya - by size groups (7) 

Hectares Number Per cent 

Less than one hectare 11,264 8.0 

one to ten 53,581 38.6 

ten to twenty 27,097 19.4 

twenty to fifty 29,282 21.0 

more than fifty 18,141 13.0 

TOTAL 139,365 100.0 

This feature is even more remarkable if oasis land only is taken 

into account and land in the dry-land steppe eliminated from the 

totals. In Zavia Oasis, in the west of Tripolitania, the following 

picture emerges:-

Area of irrigated farm holdings in Zavia - by size groups (8) 

5 - Azonni and Attiga, op. cit. 

f> - Agricultural Census of Libya, Tripoli 1962. 

7 - Ibid. 

8 - Theodorou, op. cit. 
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Hectares Number Per cent 

Less lhnn one 43 62 

1.1 to 2 18 26 

2.1 to 33 3 4 

3.1 to 4 3 4 

4.1 to 5 0 

5.1 to 10 2 3 

10.1 to 15 1 1 

TOTAL 70 '100 

All the fa rmers interviewed at Zavia owned oasis land and only 

three men varied substantially from the average level of owner

ship. All farmers were resident upon their lands, and it is worthy 

of note that absentee land-lordism was very uncommon in Tri

politania. The use of Mogharsa (9) contracts has become more 

widespread since that time implying an increase in absentee

landlordism, though of the least pernicious kind. 

The reasons for Tripolitania's atypical situation regarding 

distribution of land amongst rural peoples, particularly vis-a-vis 

other Arab states of the Maghreb and the Middle East, lie in the 

peculiar conditions and timing of the sedentarisation process. 

Sedentarisation took place at the end of a long period of social 

and economic evolution and was associated with a highly distinc

tive geographical milieu, that is the fertile oases and hill lands of 

the north. The division of these lands into individual holdings was 

achieved by general consent amongst the communal groups and 

according to traditional practice. It must be emphasised also that 

this allottment of lands amongst the tribal members took place 

only half a century ago, and the operation of fragmentation by 

inheritance, which will be examined in greater detail later, has 

not been the sole decisive factor. 

I:' - Mogharsa : a contract under which a farmer may develop, mainly 

orchard, areas on land owned by another person. The land is normally 

divided into two equal parts once developed, with the farmer taking 

one half and the owner the other. 
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as head of the tribe. In theory, and often m practice, the shaikhly 

hierarchy was responsible only for dealings between one group 

nd another group of the same status. Thus the tribal shaikh 

~ resented his tribe to shaikhs of other tribes in times of warfare 

~;pat social gatherings. The settled political conditions which 

revailed in the nineteenth century along the littoral reduced 

inter-tribal strife and thereby removed the necessity for the rise 

of strong and united tribes led by shaikhs. 

The limited nature of Turkish military control in Tripolitania 

during the nineteenth century was reflected in a fluctuating 

frontier on the geographical margins of the northern areas. Such 

fluctuations were caused by the rise of strong tribal groups and 

confederations of tribes in the outlying areas. In order to restrain 

the power of the tribes in these areas, the Turks were at great 

pains to limit shaikhly authority by intervention, bribery and 

refusal to deal with communal groupings. Thus at the time of 

the sedentarisation in the northern oases and hill lands, the seden

tarisation in the northern oases and hill lands, the Turkish admi

nistration in Tripolitania was unwilling to accept registrations of 

tribal land in the name of the shaikh. Following the edicts of 

1858, each member of the tribe was personally responsible for 

registering his own land, and for political reasons the edicts appear 

to have been enforced strictly. 

Following the Italian occupation of Libya in 1911, the shaikhs 

assumed a more important role in regional affairs than had been 

the case under the Turks. In most outlying districts, the colonial 

administration sought to rule through the shaikhs. The Italians 

treated the shaikhs as being vested with sole political power in 

the tribe ~nd with ownership rights to tribal land. This situation 

was not reflected in any material change in the pattern of owner

ship for several reasons. In the first place, there were no recorded 
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registrations of land during this early period of occupation. More 

important perhaps, Italian policy was s_oon change~, since the 

shaikhs led the Tripolitanian revolt agamst the Italians during 

the First World War, when Italian forces were driven back into 

one or two fortified enclaves along the northern coastas. After the 

pacification of Tripolitania in the early 1920's, the Italian admi

nistration undertook a policy aimed at removal of shaikhly influ

ence from all sectors of tribal government. The lands of dissident 

shaikhs were converted to State domain or sold. By the early 1930's 

the shaikhs had ceased to be of importance as a land owing group. 

The present-day pattern of land ownership in Tripolitania is 

characterised by a relatively even distribution of land amongst 

rural peoples for the .ceasons outlined above. But it has been 

indicated that the allottment of land amongst tribal members 

was conducted on traditional practice whereby farm holdings 

were dispersed over wide areas and often made up of a large 

number of non-contiguous fragments. Obviously, the division of 

land according to the practices evolved under a herding economy 

is going to offer many problems to a society whose major economic 

interest after land division and sedentarisation is arable farming 

and orcharding. Before discussing these crucial matters, it will 

be necessary to examine the nature of the fragmentation of 

holdings and explain some aspects of terminology. 

The following major points arise with respect to fragmenta

tion in Tripolitania. The descriptive word "fragmentation" is used 

without any generic connotation. The process of parcellement is 

the division of land holdings into small holdings for inheritance 

purposes. The process of morcellement will be regarded as the sub

~vision of each of several parcels constituting a single holding 

into smaller holdings for inheritance purposes. An example to 

illustra_t~ the difference between the two processes should clarify 

the p~s1tio~. If, for exam~le, a farmer had six plots of land making 

u~ his agncultural holding from the time of the division of the 

tnbal lands, which he intended to leave to his six sons at this 

~eath 0
~ at their marriage, he would be faced with two alterna

tiv~s. Either he would give each of his sons one plot of land -

which would be parcellement - or, he would divide each of his 
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1 t
s of land into six sections and give each son . 

·" p o 
one section 

s1 h of the original plots of land - this would be mor 11 
of eac 

ce ement. 

The operation of Islamic land law in Tripolitania gives rise 

t the parcellement process. Morcellement arises from t d' 

onlY o . . . . . ra l· 

. 1 practice ongmatmg m the nomadic herding economy It 

bona . 
• 

been shown that the nomadic groups use annual redistribution 

has d t h . 1 . 

of land to accommo a e c anges m popu at10n numbers and flock 

numbers. In nomadi~ society, land was allotted to tribal members 

on its land use quality so that each member had use of various 

seasonal grazing lands, palmery, arable dry-land and orchard. 

Land allotments were further fragmented for climatic reasons. 

The incidence of rainfall in Tripolitania is such that even areas 

in close proximity receive significantly different amounts of rain 

in any year. Thus, as an insurance against failure of crops or 

pasture in one area, nomadic groups would have rights to similar 

land use areas in different localities. The tribal groups at the 

time of sedentarisation took these same precepts to the northern 

oases and hill lands, where, combined with the emergence of 

individual land owndership and sedentary farming, they have 

produced the pattern of morcellement which is apparent today. 

Here it will be relevant to discuss those elements in Islamic 

land law which pertain to Tripolitania as they operate in conjunc

tion with local custom. It is usual that the death of a land owner 

is followed by the break up of his estates. In Islamic law as 

operated at the present time, a personal estate, no matter how 

small, may be left to any number of beneficiaries. Generally, the 

widow has first claim upon some 25 per cent of the total estate 

usually taken in goods not land, while the residue is normally 

divided in the ratio of two to one between sons and daughters. 

In the case of a landowner having neither wife nor pro gent, his 

estate is divided among all relatives having claim upon it. It 

would be unusual in Tripolitania for there to be one beneficiary 

of an estate, since primo-geniture is recognised neither by law 

nor custom. Families are large, averaging from four to six children 

per family, hence it is unusual for one child to inherit the whole 
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, tv by virtue of being an only child. (10) 

of his father s proper ~ 

d
. • • f farm holding need not necessarily take place 

The 1V1ston o a · . . . 

d th f land owner Following nomadic trad1t10n, sons 

at the ea o a · 

tak their share of land when they marry and move out of 

may e f It f th · · al 

the family dwelling. Two important ef ects resu _rom e ~ngm 

famil and assumes ownership of his share of his fathers land, 

so th; opportunity for integrated family farming operations is 

reduced and the new farm is separated physically from the family 

lands. In the second place, if there are three sons in the family 

when the marriage of the eldest takes place, then the division is 

done on the basis of one third of the lands each. But it has happen

ed that after the first or even second son has married, the father's 

second wife has produced a younger generation who have equal 

claims upon the estate. Thus, the remaining estate is subject to 

intense division amongst the rest of the family. 

In many, but not all, of the oases of Tripolitania, land inherited 

by daughter is farmed as an integral part of the family estate 

until she is married and bears a son. After the birth of a son, the 

land may become his property. Thus if a female marries outside 

the tribe the land will then constitute a parcel belonging to a 

man whose main lands lie in a different area, perhaps many miles 

away. Where this system operates, it adds to the greater dispersion 

of lands property. 

The continuing practice of morcellement in Tripolitania may 

be accounted for by more practical reasons than social egali taria

nism and custom. To understand the factors which underlie the 

presence of the morcellement process in the modern land owning 

pattern, it is necessary to take notice of the environmental charac

teristics of the Tripolitanian oasis and hill lands and the kind of 

agriculture which prevailed there in the period following seden

tarisation of the tribes, that is, post-1911. 

. The climate of the northern oases and hill lands of Tripolitania 

1s characteristically Mediterranean in type. The area has a mild 

winter when the greater part of the rainfall is experienced. Spring 

lO - Census of Libya 1954, Department of Census and Statistics, Tripoli, 
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•mer and drier, and is followed by an intensely hot and dry 

·s wai · f f th 1· 
1 er. The and eatures o e c 1mate are mitigated to some 

suJ11111 by the availability of sub-surface water supplies at shallow 

~~ 
. . 

th which are present throughout the year. In this environment 

deP d d . . t· b ' 

11 areas of Ian un er 1rnga 10n can e made to produce a 

5
~ga e variety of crops and fruits. The nomadic herding groups 

Jal f th' ·t t· th · d · · 

k a
dvantage o 1s s1 ua 10n as ey game mterest m seden-

too 
tary cultivation. 

Minifundia farming in the northern littoral of Tripolitania 

bas been a natural response of a subsistence-level community to 

the possibilities offered by the land resources. 

And it is here again that the problem of fragmentation enters 

directly into the argument, since morcellement allows the division 

of different types of land so that the broadly-based activity of the 

self-sufficient minifundia unit may profit from the special value 

of each land use area. Grazing land is utilised for meat and dairy 

production, dry land for cereals, irrigated land for vegetables and 

orchard crops and oasis dryland for palms and olives. Minifundia 

fanning organisation creates pressure upon land in a unique way 

that is highly localised and discriminatory between varying land 

types. Real differences in land are appreciable over short distances 

even in the oases, where transition from sandy loam to loamy 

sand to exposed hard pan formations brings about declining soil 

fertility. The situation of wells, the courses of wadis and roads, 

and the incidence of palms all tend to accentuate these distinctions. 

It is most important to bear in mind that the opportunities for 

employment outside agriculture were limited in the period before 

1945. Seasonal and contract work for Arabs with the Italian admi

nistration rarely involved change of place or residence or long 

periods of residence outside the tribal area. Thus, in this period 

very few of the sedentary peoples of the northern oases and hill 

lands gave up their farms and moved to the towns. 

The area of fertile, well-watered land in Libya is extremely 

limited, with only 0.62 per cent of the total land utilised for arable 

and orchard cultivation. (11) In these circumstances, rural peoples 

11 
- Azonni and Attiga, opus, cit. 
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held to their lands. As long as the farmer had no scope fo 
employment outside tribal society, and as long as he had to b; 
content with his low standard of living, hard work and low returns 
were accepted. 

It has been shown that there were sound environmental rea
sons for the continuance of the morcellement process after the 
sedentarisation of nomadic groups. Where subsistance farming is 
practised in Tripolitania, it may be expected that fragmentation 
of landed property will continue on the pattern outlined. There 
is a tendency amongst present-day administrators to treat the 
fragmentation problem as one arising from rural conservatism to 
be cured by legislation. Certainly, experience at Wadi Caam Set
tlement has shown that it is far from simple to introduce a system 
of land holding which varies radically from traditional practice.12 
The Arab farmer has exhibited an attachment to land in his 
ownership and has often preferred the burden of cultivating a 
number of dismembered fragments of private land than farm a 
compact area on a tenancy. Even where the advantages of farming 
single blocks can be demonstrated, as at Wadi Caam, the Arab 
cultivator has proved slow to adapt to the new situation. Initiative 
by the administration in legislation and rural education could do 
much to mitigate the problems arising from fragmentation. But 
the underlying causes of fragmentation will not be removed until 
the self-sufficient farm unit has ceased to exist for economic 
reasons. 

Since 1945, and particularly since 1951, there has been an 
increasing rate of social and economic change in Tripolitania, and 
increasing commercial and social contact with areas outside Libya. 
Closely allied with this impact of new ideas, the pattern of rural 
life has changed greatly in recent years. Exploitation of oil re
sources has opened a large number of employment opportunities 
in the towns since 1951 and the urban market for agricultural 
goods has grown correspondingly greater. 

12 _ McLachlan, K.S. "The Wadi Caam Project - its social and economic 
aspects", in "Field Studies in Libya", editors Wllllmot and Clarke, 
Research Papers Serles No. 4 (1960), University of Durham. 
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The loss of rural population to the towns has been marked 

. ce 1951. As this trend accelerates under planned economic deve-

5111 t it may be expected from experience in comparable areas 

Joprnen ~sure on land resources should decline.(13) (14) . 

that pre 
The release of pressure upon land in terms of persons per 

kilometre of agricultural land does not in itself imply a 

squar~ng in the strength of subsistence minifundia organisation. 

Jesseru · rt d · T · 1·t · h 
The major force bemg exe e m 1:po 1 ama upon t e self-suffi-

. t unit is urban demand for agncultural products. The rural, 

cien nt community is not adjusted to appreciate the scope and 

peasa 
h , 

·ety of demand from the towns, but t e urban merchants are 

:a: position to do so, and many of them are sufficiently acquain

t d with the rural areas to influence production. Commercial pro

d:ction undertaken by the peasant removes the economic raison 

d'etre for the self-sufficient basis of the Tripolitanian minifundia 

unit. The spread of commercial farming and the drift to the towns 

has permitted the more money-minded and intelligent to conso

lidate their holdings, a move which has been followed by .many 

farmers in areas adjacent to towns and main lines of communica

tion. Under these conditions, the morcellement process becomes 

less oppressive and, after some time it is apparent that-legal action 

could introduce land reform to support the trend. In the immediate 

environs of medium and large towns, however, use of small plots 

for house construction has had an important reverse effect..(15) 

The major effects of morcellement of farm holdings ·into a 

number of non-contiguous plots in terms of physical effort, is that 

every farm operation is multiplied by the number of plots held by 

the farmer. From the figures in the following table, it is clear 

that duplication is the minimum multiplication of farm o.perations 

affecting most farms. 

l3 - Beeley, B.W. "The farmer and society in Malta", C.A.R.C., Durham 

1959. 

14 
- Warriner, D., "Land reform and development in the Middle East" 1957 

15 - Allan J A. c ts 
' ' 

• · ommen ·on the selection of field areas on the preparation 

and completion of field sheets for the land use survey and on the land 

use patterns which p 
Lo d emerge, aper presented to Libyan University 

n on University Seminar, Faculty of Arts, Benghazi, February, 1968~ 
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Number of parcels in oasis gardens in Zavia, Homs & Sahel (16-1 ?) 

Number of Percent of farms Average size of parcels 

parcels in hectares 

Homs Zavia Homs Zavia 

& Oasis & Oasis 

Sahel . . Sahel 

1 20 6 2.00 2.19 

2 10 21 2.80 0.66 

3 30 20 2.23 0.24 

4 20 19 2.21 0.22 

5 10 13 1.00 0.18 

6 or more 10 21 0.33 0.24 

Only twenty per cent of the farmers at Homs and Sahel and 

five per cent of the farmers interviewed at Zavia worked only 

one oasis plot. The figures tend to hide the fact that in Homs and 

Sahel the number of parcels ranged from one to eight and in 

Zavia from one to thirteen. The task of moving labour, implements 

and draught animals from plot to plot is formidable, especially 

when farming operations have to be carried through within a 

short space of time. During the former rains of autumn, the 

sowing of cereals and other dry-land and semi-irrigated crops must 

be accomplished rapidly to make optimum use of light rainfalls. 

At these times, the multiplication of operations arising from frag

mented holdings is an important obstacle to efficient practice. 

In the oasis gardens, the distance between plots of land owned 

by one particular farmer may not be great. In the Oasis of Zavia, 

the distance between plots varies from contiguity t_o half a kilo

metre.(18) Experience in other areas of Tripolitania is rather 

different. Dispersion of plots is greater in Misuratino, for example, 

where one farmer in the District of Homs also owns land in a 

16 - Theodorou, op. cit. (Sample of 70 farms). 

17 - McLachlan, (Sample of 20 farms) quoted in a geographical study of 

the coastal zone between Homs and Misurata, Trlpolitania. A geography 

of economic growth, Durham University, 1961. 

18 - Theodorou, op. cit. 
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. _,.., district 1\rltb some fh~ kilom-etres separating the two 

.~- ·~:·~ cuJth-ation.. ~dera:~Je distances between plots of 

,..~- ~~m~ one holding obnous.ly -:aggravate the probl.ems 

-~ ~ ~ preuouslY. 
~ ~ 

• _ -> re,cen1 spread of commercial a.griculture in Tripo.litania 

1n... . .. 1.. of ~ • 
a--:sociated WJth ,'-,Ue ~ mooern systems 01 water lifting 

:.S' t,e,eD ~- • • • ._,_J • ~ and . . 
· . ..,.,~cuJatio:l ,u..u serm-unga&CU wm,c:a ungated summer 

5.;.1.-:. ... - : The dispe.a."r'Sion of landm holdings has proved the grea-

"'""-'~~-
.... __: • ~cie to the use of these modem systems, and in some areas 

~~ ""' .:.-~ntation has mecluded their use. In areas of 

.. ; - .e3-q? .u~ • 

~- ~ ented hol~ irrigation is wasteful and expensive, since 

:Ti:.~ ou-ned by a farmer is rarely situated centrally to his 

~ of }and In. practice, m&i-:t romm-e.rcial farmers faced with 

!" . , a~blem use that well on their lands which is best suited to 

:~t.."OUS extraction of water by means of motor pumps. From 

. "°'ell-~ water must be led to e..acll of the irrigable plots of 

~ by means of roughly constructed channels which often pass 

re:- pathrci5'S, cross sandy palmeries and skirt other farmers' 

~ · 1..;- - Quite anart from tht? ~;; of com,Lructing and maintaining 

ne..u.., -
~rer channel:\ the system is physically inefficient. Losses of 

v:3tc:- through evaporation, seepage and theft along the courses 

of we crumnels lead to an average water loss of about 50 per cent 

of the water leaving the well-head. Thus. the argmnents for con

solidation of holdings are gaining ~ currency amongst com

menial fannerS, most of whom face the__~ problems. 

A distinct field pattern has evolved in association with the 

practice of morcellement in Tirpolitania. The attempt to share 

~ of land on a basis of equal surface area and quality has 

led to a hapha?arri field shape emerging in the rural landscape. 

The present. pattern of field boundaries in the Sahel el-Ahamed 

illustrates the range of shapes which have resulted from the mor

cellemeut process (see Figure 1). 

One problem arising from the pattern of field boundaries is 

that atXe$ has to be provided to each separate plot of land_ In 

many oases of northern Tripolitania, a large proportion of valuable 

land is given over to paths and tracks. Further problems are the 

99 



t ded lines of irrigation channels which become necessary to 
ex en d' t f' 1 
transfer water from well-head to non-a Jacen 1e ds along all 

intervening boundary walls. All in all, narrow and irregular strips 

of land tend to aggravate the problems already noted concerning 

fragmentation and the maintenance of old techniques. 

It will be apparent from this discussion that the agricultural 

landscape is undergoing a gradual change in terms of field size, 

field shape and the configuration of farm holdings. In the course 

of the last fifty years, land holding has moved from the communal 

to the individual owner. In this process, steppe mores and the 

character of the physical environment served to produce a self

sufficient farming economy based on a highly developed sense 

of differences in land quality, expressed through the practice of 

morcellement. 

Knowledge of modern agricultural methods has spread 

amongst the Arab farmers since 1951. Field extension work by 

government and other organisations such as the Food and Agri

cultural Organisation has augmented the impact of commercial, 

urban pressure on the agrarian economy. Furthermore, opportuni

ties for employment outside the agricultural sector have become 

more numerous since the beginning of intensive development of 

oil resources. The spread of commercial agriculture and increasing 

opportunities for urban employment .have had an .impact upon the 

nature of land holdings in Tripolitania, and it seems likely that 

the worst features of morcellement will disappear in the future. 

Nonetheless, the dispersion of land holdings and the established 

effects of the morcellement practice represent an obstacle against 

which the introduction ·of modern techniques of production will 

have to bear heavily. 
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NEWS OF ACADEMIC ACTIVITY 

CONFERENCE : 

'Libya in Wstory' 

From 16th March 1968, for eight days until 23rd March, the 
first conference of the Faculty of Arts of this University was held 
in Benghazi: its theme was 'Libya in History'. 

As the centre of historical studies and research in the country, 
the Faculty was the natural choice for such a conference. Libya 
has been the witness of so many eras of civilization, which enjoyed 
a brilliant history and left behind a large cultural and archaeolo
gical heritage, that the subject for the Faculty's first conference 
was self-evident. Occupying a unique geographical position linking 
East and West, with a long Mediterranean coastline, and intruding 
into the African interior, Libya has played a significant and leading 
role in the history of the area. 

It was consequently expected with confidence that a confe
rence of the leading scholars specialising in Libyan studies, con
tributing the fruits of their most recent research, could not fail to 
throw new light on the country's long historical record. The 
results which will be published in two volumes in the near future 
have in every way justified the hopes of the University and the 
Faculty. 
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Programme of the Conference 

SATURDAY, 16th MARCH, 1968 

Inauguration 

HE Mustafa Abdulla Baiou: Minister of Education. 

HE Abd-al Mawla Daghman : Rector, the University of Libya. 

Dr. Mukhtar Mustafa Buru: Dean of the Faculty. 

First Session 

1. C.B.M. McBurney, University of Cambridge : 

Libya's Place in Pre-mstory 

2. Written Contributions : 

A. Fabrizio Mori, Rome : 

Prehistoric Rock-Paintings in Fezzan 

B. Taha Baqir, Department of Antiquities, Tripoli. 

Libyan Cultural Relationships in Pre-History 

Second. S~ion 

1. F.F. Gadalfah, University of Libya : 

Problems of pre-Herodotan sources in Libyan History 

2. M.M. Bazama, Ministry of Education, Libya : 

Mutual cultural exchanges between Libya, Egypt and Greece 

SUNDAY, 17th MARCH, 1968 

Third Session 

1. F. Chamoux, La Sorbonne, Paris: 

The Epigraph of Eupolemos 

2. I. Noshy, University of Libya : 
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;\rkesilaUS III 

Contribution : 
written M 

dman The Ashmolean useum, University of Oxford 

J. 13oar ' 
. 

geflexions on the Greek Pottery- Trade· With Tocra. 

four th Session : 

J.B. Ward-Perkins, The British School at Rome 

1. pre-Roman Elements in the Architecture of Roman Trlpolitania 

2
_ M. Abd-al-Alim, University of Ain-Shams, Cairo: 

Libyans and Greeks in ptolemaic Papyri 

3
_ A. Sadawya, Department of Antiquities, Cyrenaica 

The Greek Settlement in Cyrenaica, with notes on Pottery 

discovered there 

MONDAY, 18th MARCH, 1968 

Fifth Session : 

1. Lady Olwen Brogan, University of Cambridge: 

First and Second Century Settlement in the Tripolitanian 

Pre-Desert. 

2. P. Romanelli, Accademia Nazionale dei Lincei, Rome: 

Libya in the setting of North-African Archaeology. 

3. M.F. Squarciapino, Department of Antiquities, Rome: 

Reflexions on the Sculptures of Leptis Magna. 

Written Contributions : 

A. R. Goodchild, University of London : 

Roman Roads of Libya and their Milestones 

B. A.D. Vita, University of Perugia : 

(i) The Emporia of Tripolitania 

(ii) The Mausolea of Sabratha. 
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Sixth Session : 

1. J. Reynolds, University of Cambridge : 

Inscriptions of Cyrenaica : Progress Report 

2. S. Stucchi, University of Rome : 

Outline of the History of Cyrenaican Architecture 

in the Greek Era 

Written Contributions : 

A.R. Qadida. Department of Antiquities, 

Tripolitania : 

Libya in Severan Times 

B.M. Abu-Hamid, Department of Antiquities, 

Tripolitania : 

The Phoenicians in Libya 

TUESDAY, 19th MARCH, 1968 

Seventh Session : 

1. L. Thompson. University of Ibadan, Nigeria 

Roman and Native in the Tripolitanian Cities in 

the Early Empire 

2. L.P. Kirwan, British Institute of History & 

Archaeology in East Africa: 

Roman Expeditions to the Upper Nile and the 

Chard-Darfur Region 

3. C.M. Daniels, University of Newcastle upon Tyne : 

The Garamantes of Frezzan 

Written Contributions : 

A. R. Graziosi, Palethnological Institute, Florence 

Fezzanese Rock Paintings 

B. M.S. Ayoub, Department of Antiquities, Fezzan 

Jerma at its prime : 100-450 A.D. 

C.M.S. Ayoub : 

The Campaign of Cornelius Balbus 
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£igltth session : 

1 
J\.lf.M, Jones, University of Cambridge : 

· frontier Defence In Byzantine Libya 

2 
p .J. smith, University of Newcastle upon Tyne : 

· The Centenarla of Tripolitania and their Antecedents 

WEDNESDAY, 20th MARCH, 1968 

Ninth session : 

1. M. Ziadah, American University of Beirut 

The Libya of Al Hassan al-Wazzani and Mannul 

2
. A. Hamdani, American University in Cairo : 

Libya in Fatimid Times 

3. P. Vella, Royal University of Malta : 

The Relations between the Order of Malta and Tripoli. 

Written Contribution : 

Awad Sadawya, Department of Antiquities, Cyrenaica : 

Condition of Libya as described by Baj Abu Salim el Aiashi. 

Tenth Session : 

1. M. Baiou, Minister of Education : 

Some Aspects of Libyan History in the 19th Century. 

2. 0. Ismail, University of Libya : 

Conditions that led Ali al-Jazairli to occupy Tripoli. 

THURSDAY, 21st MARCH, 1968 

Eleventh Session : 

Sir Duncan Cumming, London : 

107 



The Sanuslya In the First World War 

Written Contributions : 

G. Z. Qasim, Ain Shams University, Cairo : 

The Role of Egypt In the Libyan-Italian War. 

Final SffiSion : 

Saturday and Friday, 22nd and 23rd March, 1968 

Archaeological Tour in the Green Mountain 

JOINT LIBYAN UNIVERSITY -

LONDON UNIVERSITY RESEARCH PR6JECT 

The Geography Department in the Faculty of Arts, University 
of Libya, and the School of Oriental and African Studies in the 
University of London agreed to carry out a joint- research project 
to study development in Libya from the points of view of geo
graphy, economics, sociology and anthropology, particularly the 
development following the discovery of oil. 

Implementation of the project is to follow the guide lines 
shown below, and work on the landi-use survey has already begun, 

1. The survey covers Eastern, Western and Southern provinces 
of Libya (Cyrenaica, Tripolitania and the Fezzan). In. particular, 
the survey includes samples of areas under the following heads:-

( i) ex ENTE and IMPS settlements: : 

( ii) new- agricultural states established by the National 
Agricultural Settlement Authority : 

(iii) small-scale private units : 

(iv) private large-scale units. 

2. Farm Questionnaires are undertaken in association with the 
land-use survey and aimed at providing information relevant to: 

1) farm budgetary 

108 



2) domestic budgetary 

3) tenurial conditions 

4) land ownership conditions 

5) social and economic problems of farmers in the categories 
outlined above. 

3. Other Field Research. This includes study of relevant factors of economic and social change in sectors other than the agricultural sector. In particular examination is made of demographic industrial labour migration and other topics which are deemed necessary for the purpose of the survey. 

4. Organization of the Survey. 

Areas covered by the field work are: 
1. Jebel Akhdar and areas immediately adjacent. 
2. Benghazi Plain and Sirtican zone. 
3. Misurata-Homs ai ·ea. 

4. Jebel Nefusa (Mslata to Tunisian frontier). 
5. Jefara East (Tripoli - Zuara). 
6. Jefara West (Tripoli - Ghasr Khiar) 
7. Oases of •F-ezzan. 

Groups are constituted by representatives from : -

_ Staff -0f the University of Libya 
_ 'Students of the University of Libya 
- 'Staff of the University of London 
- Post-Graduate -students of the Unive11sity of -London 
- Research Associates of the University of London. 

. . . g financial and material support from :-The survey 1s rece1vm 

- University of Libya 
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- School of Oriental and African Studies, University 

of London 

- British Petroleum Company. 

The work is in co-operation with:-

- Libyan National Agricultural Settlement Authority 

- Ministry of Agriculture, Libya 

- Food and agricultural Organization of the United Nations. 

The Libyan side of the project is directed by Dr. Mukhtar 
M. Buru and the London side by Dr. Keith McLachlan and Pro
fessor Edith Penrose of the School of Oriental and African Studies 
Studies is Supervisor of the project. 

Field work began in February 1967. The second stage of the 
field work was carried out in summer 1967, and the third in 
February, 1968. The final stage of the field work will be in the 
summer of 1968. The data collected will be processed by computer 
in London University, and the final report of the project will be 
produced at the end of 1969. 

A BRIEF NOTE ON THE JOINT RESEARCH-PROJECT: 

"WASTAGE IN EDUCATION" 

The Ministry of Education and the University of Libya have 
always felt the need for a careful study of the educational situa
tion in Libya. There are nearly 260,000 students in Libyan primary 
and secondary schools and institutions of higher education, and 
large amounts of money are being increasingly invested in educa
tion as a vehicle for social and economic development. The im
mediate aim of this paper is to give a brief survey of the develop
ment of education in Libya since independence and to give an 
outline of a research project being undertaken jointly by the 
Ministry of Education and the Faculty of Arts. 
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When Libya achieved sovereignty in December 1951 h , , er 

economic position was not _one to inspire confidence in her future. 

Within the ~eld of :conom1c development Libya was, as B. Higgins 

wrote, (1) a special case from almost any point of view". A 

quotation from A: Lock~ood's "Libya - ~uildin~ a ~esert Econo

my'', sums up qmte succinctly the educat10nal situation in Libya 

rior to independence: "Not only had formal education been prac

iicallY non-existent, but any training at all had been unusual, the 

Italians having brought even their domestk servants from 

Sicily." (2) 

In view of the first UNESCO mission to Libya, "Libya (had) 

only one major untapped resource: the latent skills of its people". 

(3) In this context the role of education and training became very 

clear. Education was seen as, "the core of both economic and 

social development in Libya. It is to the increase in efficiency 

through education and training that one must look for much of 

the initial increase ir Libyan productivity." 

The Libyan Government, too, was well aware of the impor

tance of education as the first speech from the throne to the first 

session of the new Parliament had shown. In his speech from the 

throne, His Majesty King Idris I stated, "My Government fully 

realizes that education is the only factor apt to make the nation 

an effective force keeping abreast with the procession of dignified 

life and modem civilization; it is the beacon which guides the 

people and enables them to realize their ideals and grasp the 

effective means of progress towards perfection." 

The newly-established Libyan state pledged itself fully to 

provide free , universal, and compulsory education for all the 

children of Libya, and articles 28, 29 and 30 of the Constitution 

called for the expansion of educational facilities. 

(l) B. Higgins, "Entrepreneurship in Libya" (Paper - Cambridge M.I.T., 

Nov. 1956) 

<
2

> A. Lockwood, "Libya - building a desert Economy". 

<
3

> Report of the UNESCO Mission to Libya - 1952 
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Great strides have been taken culminating in the establ' 

t by a R 1yal Decree, of the University of Libya in 
1955 

!sh. 
men , . . . J.•hp 

urpose of this joint research proJect 1s to take stock of 
P . . d d our 
educational achievements smce m epen ence, especially in . 

· d · l ·t t· view 
of the changing economic an soc1a SI ua 10n. It proposes t 

tMs by trying to assess and indicate the rate and voluine of 
O 

do 

· 'th th . I wast• 
age in education, starting WI e pnmary evel. 

The joint-research committee was set up following a -· . 
4UUtiS

terial order that was issued on the 21st February 1968. The Co _ 

mitee includes representatives of the Ministry of Education ~ 

the Faculty of Arts under the chairmanship of the Dean of ~~e 

Faculty uf Arts. 

The Commitee has had a few meetings and made several visit 

to primary schools in the Tripoli and Benghazi areas. The Coin~ 

mit.tee has also established a working relationship with the Educa

tional and Psychological Research Centre at the University of 

Baghdad where a similar research project is being undertaken. 
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Public Lectures 

1) Dr. Abdurrahman BADAWI: Reflections on Arab culture. 

2) Dr. Nuri Gaafar: Some views concerning the nature of 

creativity in artistic and scientific works. 

3) Dr. Mustapha Hilmi: Islamic mysticism: intuition, recognition 

of truth and type of conduct. 

4) Dr. Mohammed Ali al-Iryan : Why do we teach? 

5) Dr. Galal Khayat : The professional poets. 

6) J. Weaver : English contributions to arabic studies. 

Visiting Lecturers 

7) Rev. Mohammed Al-Fadil Ibn Ashour: Religious Method in 

comparative studies of Religion. 

8) Amin Bilinkic, Dean of the faculty of Arts in Ankara Univer

sity: The Political, Social, and Administrative Situation in 

Anatolia in the first centuries. 

9) Uthman Khalouq, Professor of the History of Islamic art in 

Ankara University: Caravanserais in Anatolia. 

10) Abdel Aziz Al-Qusi: Educational planning and economic 

development. 
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Abstracts 

-1-
THUCYDIDES 

by 

Professor I. N oshy 

Thucydides, the Athenian, was the first historian to write a 

contemporary history, and to apply the scientific method to 

history. Endowed with the sophistic culture of Periclean Athens, 

and equipped with the new spirit of enlightenment, Thucydides 

took upon himself to write the history bf the Peloponnesian War 

( 432-404 B.C.) in which he served as a general for a short time 

before he was banished in 424 by his countrymen and remained 

in exile for about twenty years, returning to Athens after the 

end of the war. His exile enabled him to collect material for his 

work, obtain the points of view of both sides of the belligerents, 

and scrutinize his information at leisure. 

Thucydides did not think highly of his predecessors, because 

of their lack of the sense of discrimination, their readiness to 

.accept ancient traditions and their propensity to "please the ear 

rather than to state the truth". His ideals of history are different. 

They are accuracy, relevancy and impartiality. He tells us: "I 

thought it proper to record the facts of the war, neither from 

chance information nor from my own impression, but in accor

dance with the most accurate investigation possible of each parti-
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cular, not only in the situation of which I heard from others, but 

also in those at which I was present myself." 

In contradistinction to Herodotus, Thucydides makes no al

lowance for the interference of Divine Providence in shaping the 

course of events. Men were the cause of the war and its result 

depended on the ability and integrity of the protagonists' leaders 

much rather than on their resources. 

Thucydides' political insight reveals itself by his discrimina

tion between the immediate and real causes of the Peloponnesian 

War. Having realized that the growth of Athenian power to such 

dimensions that frightened Sparta and her allies, Thucydides 

traced the growth of this power since the Persian Wars, and dis

cussed the problems attending the rise and maintenance of poli

tical power. The same political insight permeates the description 

of the war itself, illustrating the effects of the plague, successes 

and reverses during the course of the war, as well as the atrocities 

and moral disintegration concomitant on war, faction strifes and 

injustice of the powerful to the weak. 

To portray the psychological aspects of power and the under

lying motives of policy, Thucydides included in his history speeches 

by statesmen, ambassadors and generals, warning the reader that 

the speeches comprised not only the purport of what had actually 

been said, but also the arguments he himself had considered most 

appropriate to each occasion and speaker. Indeed, Thucydides' 

speeches are his highest literary effort and pregnant with deep 

reflections and analyses, but however much Thucydides' artistry 

and political insight are appreciated, there is no gainsaying that 

his resort to this method is regrettable, not only because of its 

pernicious influence on many generations of later historians who 

imitated him without having his gifts or the ability to attain his 
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t d ·d in truthfulness and impartiality, but also because lofty s an ai 
it will be for ever impossible to find out what was actually said 

on each occasion so as to assess it independently. 

If this is unforgivable, one may forgive Thucydides the very 

few instances in which he forsook his impartiality, as when he 

criticised Cleon mercilessly, or showed his unbounded admiration 

for Pericles and Athens. His views on certain topics may be open 

to question and his method of dating the events of the war is 

primitive. All this, however, does not detract from the greatness 

of his achievement, for no history is complete. 

If critics are prone to single out as outstanding Thucydides' 

account of the causes of the Peloponnesian War, the speeches _ 

particularly the funeral oration delivered by Pericles in honour 

of those who fell during the first year of the war - and his story 

of the Sicilian expedition, Thucydides' greatness must be judged 

by his conception of the history of the war as a whole, his political 

insight and analyses, his scientific method and humanitarianism, 

which have earned him the admiration of all generations and 

placed him on a lofty pedestal by himself, high above all the 

historians of the ancient world. 

-2-

Views concerning the Nature of Originality in the Works of 

Artists and scientists. 

By Prof. Nouri Jafar 

The views of Lombroso, Galton, Kretschmer, Freud, Jung and 

Poincare concerning the nature of originality in the scientific and 

artistic works are briefly stated and critically evaluated in the 

light of modern physiology of the cerebral hemispheres. Since 

mental activity is an ach.vity performed by the brain, it is subor

dinated to the laws of neurodynamics. On the other hand, culture 
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creates special forms of behavior, modifies the activity of the 
mental functions and adds new storeys to the d 1 f eve opment o 
system of human behavior. This is the basic fact of which we are 
persuaded by every page of psychology of primi live man, which 
studies cultural - psychological development in its pure, isolated 
form. In the process of historical development social man changes 
the ways and means of his behavior, transforms natural instincts 
and functions, elaborates and creates new forms of behavior _ 
specifically cultured forms. 

The behavior of a modern cultured adult is the result of two 
different p:ocesses of mental development: the process of biolo
gical evolution of animal species which gave rise to the specie; 
of homo sapiens and the process of historical development which 
has transformed primitive man into cultured man. 

When Newton was once asked how he had managed to dis
cover the law of gravitation, he said. "Because I kept thinking 
about it all the time". Cuvier, the great French naturalist, defined 
originality, on the basis of Nev; ion foregoing words, as incessant 

attention. 

When Newton thought of his theory of gravitation, the crea
tive aspect of his though; was not found in its materials. They 
were familiar. His originality lay in the use to which those 
familiar acquaintances were put by introducing an unfamiliar 

entext. 

The formation of creativity implies the acquisition by the 
individual of the forms of activity worked out by mankind in 
the course of its socio-historical development. Thus man's creativity 
depends not only on the activity of his brain, but above all level 
of historical development attained by mankind. Consequently, 
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creative works in art and science are the results of a process in 

which all aspects of mental life of man take part and also the 

skills which are required to realize a creative design and is ac

quired by training and social practice. 

The educational conclusion is that all thinking is original in 

projection of considerations which have not been previously ap

prehended. The child of six who finds out what he can make 

by putting five books and five books together is really a disco

verer, even though everybody else in the world knows it. How 

one person's abilities are compared in quantity ~th those of 

another is more of the teacher's business. It is irrelevant to his 

work. What is required is that every individual shall have oppor

tunities to employ his own powers in activities that have meaning. 
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EDITORIAL 

The Faculty of Arts has great pleasure in introducing to 

research workers and scientists interested in the humanities the 

second volume of the Bulletin of the Faculty of Arts. A long period 

has elapsed since the publication of the first volume, but we would 

like to stress that this delay was for reasons beyond the control 

of the Faculty. 

We believe that a University should not only be a place where 

lectures are delivered, but also an institution which contributes 

to research and academic studies. This is particularly true now 

that improved communications and technological advance are 

bringing all parts of the World into closer contact with each other, 

and facilitating the exchange of knowledge and ideas. 

Libya today is witnessing rapid social and economic growth, 

and parallel to this is the development in the sphere of education. 

This fact has inspired the Faculty to contribute in this sphere 

by opening the way for the publication of scientific research in 

an attempt to make available the work of scientists who devote 

most of their time to the study of Libya, by means of both publi

cations and conferences. 

The Faculty has begun to carry out many research projects, 

on both a national and an international scale, and this research 

deals with various aspects of Libyan environment, so that the 

social and economic development of the country may be built 

on a sound scientific basis. Therefore, I hope that this Bulletin 

will be a focal point for the study of Libyan affairs in particular 
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. ffairs in general. The Bulletin is issued annually at 
and Islamic a . . . '11 b . t but we hope that m tune 1t Wl e possible to issue 
presen, 
more than one volume in a year. 

We hope also that this Bulletin will be a cornerstone in the building of scientific research in the humanities, and will thus contribute to the continuation of the cultural advance in Libya which has been inspired by H.M. King Idris I and which has continued throughout his reign. We hope that the publication of this Bulletin will be a regular event, in order that it may fulfil its duty in the diffusioH and encouragement of scientific research. 

8 

Mukhtar Buru 

Dean of the Faculty 

of Arts 
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