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Abstract

This article describes historical eras’ and religions’ influences on Libyan
people’s attitudes toward individuals with disabilities. This article depicts the
emergence of ancient civilizations and religions (e.g. the Pharaoh era, the
Greek and Roman Empires, Arab immigrant civilizations, and the Ottoman
and Italian Empires) in Libya and assesses how these civilizations’ cultures
have shaped Libyan people’s opinions toward and acceptance of people with
disabilities. This article also reviews the Libyan literature about disabled
people throughout the country’s history. In doing so, this study describes the
impact of ancient civilizations on Libya’s current population. It also expresses
the impact of divine religions and contemporary invasions. Ultimately, this
article is intended to raise people’s awareness of fair advocacy for people with
disabilities’ rights.
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1. Introduction

Libya is considered one of many countries with ethical legislation in place to
uphold the rights of people with disabilities. However, this support has existed
much more prominently in theory than in practice. In reality, Libyan society
does not significantly support individuals with disabilities. On many occasions,
individuals with disabilities are hidden from their communities, and many par-

ents feel ashamed when they allow their disabled children to participate in the
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social sphere. Libyans perceive the integration of individuals with disabilities in-
to Libyan social life as very challenging. Their integration requires immense
support, which can be fostered in part by raising Libyans’ awareness and en-
couraging individuals with disabilities to participate with people without disabil-
ities in their everyday lives. In turn, non-disabled individuals might defend the
rights of disabled individuals, who, as Libyan citizens, have the right to enjoy
their lives and to be respected (Crabtree & Williams, 2011).

Individuals with disabilities in Libyan law

In this analytical study, the term “people with disabilities” is based on the de-
finition given in Libyan law. People with disabilities are individuals who have
either a partial or total impairment that prevents them from living a normal life.
Their disabilities might be physical, emotional, or mental, and they might be ge-
netic or acquired. The term “people with disabilities” also applies to people liv-
ing with a mental illness, blindness, deafness, or dumbness, as well as the visually
impaired, hearing impaired. Also, people who have had a body part amputated
and those who have been paralyzed fall into this group. Depending on their situ-
ation, people with disabilities are legally entitled to governmental benefits, such
as financial aid or in-kind assistance (Disabilities Law No. 5, 1987).

Libya is located in North Africa, situated between Egypt and Tunisia. It has a
long coastline along the Mediterranean Sea, which attracted many ancient civili-
zations, such as the Greeks and Romans (Stahl, 2014). Missionaries helped
spread Judaism, Christianity, and Islam throughout the area. These old civiliza-
tions and religions starting from the Pharaoh era, continuing into the Greek and
Roman eras, the period of Arab Immigration, and the spread of divine religions
significantly shaped Libyan people’s customs and traditions (Figure 1). Even
though most of the current population is Muslim, the varied influences of other
civilizations can be seen from the short time they spent with the country’s

people.

2. Disabled People in Ancient Eras

Pharaoh’s time

Libya ruled over part of Egypt in the eastern Delta in 945 BC when Eastern
Libya was located on Egyptian land. There was a kin relationship between the
Berber (Amazigh) nation and the Pharaohs’ dynasty. That kin relationship au-
thorized Pharaohs Libyan Berber to pass along his power to Libyan Berber
(Amazigh), who became a powerful ruler called Sheshonq I and who ruled an-
cient Egypt for 200 years in the third intermediate of the pharaonic period,
which was called Dynasty 22 during that time (Allen, 2018; Nesmenser, 2016b).

Symbols of this ancient time remain to this day as images on mountains and
in caves in the Libyan desert. In the Pharaoh era’s old kingdom, many depictions
of images on mountains and caves in the Libyan desert depict that vulnerable
individuals, such as disabled individuals and widowers, received care and atten-

tion from pharaohs. There were two dwarf gods, Bes and Ptah, and they were
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Note: This Figure depicts the timeline of individuals with disabilities across history and religions in Libya. [1]
(Nesmenser, 2016a). [2] (Oyeniyi, 2019: p. 5). [3] (Stahl, 2014). [4] (Ratnikas, n.d.). [5] (JIMENA, 2020). [6]
(Oden, 2011). [7] (Chapin, 1991). [8] (Nesmenser, 2016b). [9] (Pasquale, 2018). [10] (The Library of Congress
Country Studies, 2001).

Figure 1. Timeline of different civilizations’ control of Libyan land.

not considered disabled, they were considered favored by the gods, and it was
believed that they should be respected—dwarfs especially were considered fa-
vored by the gods. Perhaps this was the case because ancient people in the Pha-
raoh era did not question their gods. Their obedience to their gods might have
helped them accept disabled individuals with love and without judgment. Thus,
religious men in temples protected disabled individuals and provided them with
financial assistance (Mohammed, 2014; Temehu Tourism Services, 2019; Hardy,
2018; Mahran & Kamal, 2016; Kozma, 2006).

However, some literature discusses opposing conditions. It has been indicated
that the Pharaoh ordered children, especially vulnerable males, to be killed. As
part of this order, the Prophet Moses was targeted to be killed, but Moses was
protected from that order. Infanticide was not a crime at this time, and parents
would kill their children if they could not secure food for them or otherwise take
care of them (Miller & Wright, 2013).

However, most ancient documents describe that, in general, disabled persons
were accepted at the beginning of the Pharaoh era and were helped and pro-

tected per the culture and pharaonic religion. It might be that some negative at-
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titudes appeared near the end of the Pharaoh era. It could be that people’s atti-
tudes began to be influenced by the Greeks after they made contact with Pha-
raohs in north Africa (Center for Hellenic Studies, n.d.) and conquered Libya,
where their empire flourished.

Greek and Roman eras

As Greek religion migrated to Italy, the Greeks started to settle in southern It-
aly, where the Hellenic civilization (which became the Roman Empire) arose
(Macbeth, 2018; Center for Hellenic Study, n.d.). Later, the Greeks found that
North Africa was an ideal place for their trade to thrive and for their empire to
expand. Thus, they founded six ancient Greek cities on the coast of the Libyan
Sea in 630 A.D.: “Euhesperides (modern Benghazi), Taucheira, Barca, Ptolemais,
Apollonia” (Lendering, 2019, para. 1), and their capital of Cyrene.

At that time, the Greek and Libyan people were friendly with each other, and
intermarriages between men and women of both nations commonly took place.
As social relationships developed among the two nations, people began sharing
their norms and customs. Intermarriages mixed the Libyan and Greek cultures.
The effects of this mixing of cultures can still be seen today in some customs re-
lated to food or the actions taken on some social occasions (Lendering, 2019).

Later, Libyan land became occupied by the Roman Empire, which invaded
Libya around the 1% century A.D. The Romans turned Libya into part of their
armed empire, making Libya an essential part of the Roman Empire. Libyan land
was favorable for agriculture and was a choice location for trade, making it a
suitable place for the Romans to inhabit. These people used exiled Jews to work
on Libyan land to boost trade, increase crop yields, and meet the Roman Em-
pire’s needs.

Septimus Severus was the first Libyan-born emperor, and he ruled Libya from
193 to 211 (Dossey, 2010; Jerary, 2003; Land, 2018). The ancient people who im-
migrated to Libya from Greece and Rome coexisted with the Libyans for a long
time—whether they were friendly with Libyans, like the Greeks, or adversarial,
like the Romans. Together, these immigrants impacted the Libyan people, who
absorbed many aspects of their cultures. Over time, these foreign cultures im-
pacted Libyans’ perceptions of social values. We can still see such effects in some
social customs today.

In the Greek and Roman times, it was believed that children who were dis-
abled were unwanted by the gods and that their disabilities were forms of pu-
nishment for misbehavior and sin. The gods wanted these children to suffer and
die during their infancy; if they lived, they were “buffoons” who entertained the
people (Auman et al., n.d.). The ancient Greeks believed that children with dis-
abilities were the result of an evil force (Smeltzer et al., 2017).

Therefore, children with disabilities were not fortunate; they were treated as
unhuman, and it was acceptable for others to harass them. Such behavior led to
no guilt or blame, as many people viewed the harasser as humorous. In addition,

children with disabilities were often killed in the cradle. In ancient Greece, when
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a disabled infant was born, the family had to wait ten days to hear an an-
nouncement from the elders of their tribe regarding whether they would kill the
infant to prevent the family from stigmatization or keep it (Penrose, 2015) to
serve as a beggar. If the child was to be kept, they might be hurt to increase the
severity of their impairment, thus making them more suitable for their work as a
beggar. Some families who did not see any value in their disabled children left
them in the woods without food to die from starvation or to be eaten by preda-
tors. If they were lucky, a passerby might adopt them or take them in as a ser-
vant. Individuals with disabilities were also often used in war; however, they
were made to fight without any resources, and so they were usually killed.

Greek society perceived disabled individuals as a burden to society. Thus, it
was believed that such individuals needed to prove that they could survive if they
were to be allowed to live. Because of this, many parents who wanted to keep
their disabled children hid them and protected them from being hurt or stigma-
tized (The Minnesota Governor’s Council on Developmental Disabilities, 2019;
Laes, 2008; Penrose, 2015; Albrecht et al., 2001).

The attitude of ancient Libyan people toward people with disabilities was not
easily changed when Arab immigrants came to spread Islam throughout North
Africa. This occurred during the end of the Greek and Roman Empires until Is-
lam spread and encouraged people to follow the Islamic instructions.

Arab immigration to Libya

Before the Arabs immigrated to Libya to work as Islam missionaries at the end
of the 6th century, most Libyan people were Berber natives (AlKroud, 2018).
Berber people inhabited the entire continent of Africa. They had settled along
rivers before the era of the pharaohs. The word “Berber” originated from invad-
ers who perceived the Libyans as brave because of the way they fought to protect
their land.

Around the time when the Arabs immigrated to Libya, the Libyans called
themselves “Amazighen”, which means “free men” (Oyeniyi, 2019: p. 5). They
practiced Judaism and Christianity, which had been brought to the area by the
Greeks and Romans. When the Islam missionaries came to North Africa to
spread Islam as the last divine religion after Judaism and Christianity, most Ber-
bers welcomed Islam and became Muslim. The Arab missionaries settled in the
area and conquered it so that they could teach Islam to the native people.
Therefore, they brought with them many Arab teachers, who taught the Arabic
language to the Libyan people so that they could understand and learn the Qu-
ran (Fitzgerald, 2016).

However, subsequent cohorts of Arabic missionaries were focused not only on
spreading Islam but also on spreading the Arabic culture, which eventually came
to dominate the Berber culture. Gradually, the Berbers’ identity and language
were dismissed due to their integration into Arabic identity. To this day, many
Berbers are still working to retrieve their identity (Haschke, 2011).

The ancient Arabic culture’s general attitude toward disabilities undermined
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disabled individuals. Disabled individuals were considered a burden to society
because they could not contribute to meeting the needs of their tribes by hunt-
ing, gathering fruits, or defending against invasions (Nazar, 2014). Thus, they
were considered an inferior class. Many Arabs honor the healthy body, and their
tribes were proud of their healthy men; for instance, they held knights who
could ride horses and win horse races in high regard. As such, disabled individ-
uals were not accepted in Arab society (Gaddafi, 1988). In some cases, people
buried disabled infant girls or threw stones at disabled boys to free themselves
from what they believed were reincarnated demons (Medhat, 2009).

Disability in divine religions

Libya was invaded by the Greek, Roman, and Arab empires, each of which
brought religions, including Judaism, Christianity, and Islam. The religious in-
fluences of these empires can still be seen in Libyan customs and culture today.

Disability in Judaism: According to Judaic tradition, Moses provided clear
instructions in the Torah that Jews are responsible for taking care of people with
disabilities. Specifically, the Jews are to provide services to meet disabled indi-
viduals’ needs and help integrate them into society without discrimination. As
stated in Leviticus, chapter 19, verse 14, “You shall not insult the deaf, or place a
stumbling block before the blind” (Religious Action Center of Reform Judaism,
para. 2, n.d.).

Disability in Christianity: Christianity supports the integration of people
with disabilities with all other people and professes that people should help them
to live their lives. Many instances exist in the gospels in which Jesus mandates
that people should appreciate the disabled and should be humble with those who
are disabled because they are created from God just as everyone else is. Their
disability does not reflect their sins, and their disabilities are not a form of pu-
nishment from God. This idea is illustrated in John 9: 1-3: “As [Jesus] passed by,
he saw a man blind from birth. And his disciples asked him, ‘Rabbi, who sinned,
this man or his parents, that he was born blind?’ Jesus answered, ‘It was not that
this man sinned, or his parents, but that the works of God might be displayed in
him™ (Bayes, 2015, para. 25). Additionally, as Leviticus 19:14 states, “You shall
not curse the deaf or put a stumbling block before the blind, but you shall fear
your God: I am the Lord” (OpenBible, n.d.).

Disability in Islam: Islam has had a significant impact on people’s attitudes
and perceptions of disability, as well as on how people should communicate with
individuals with disabilities. Islam proposes that people with disabilities should
be made to feel like they are a part of society and that their rights and participa-
tion in society should be ensured (Guvercin, 2008). In addition, Islam stresses
that a person should be righteous, which starts by achieving closeness to God
and not being arrogant. A proud person who belittles others because of their
physical or mental impairments does not please God.

The Quran mentions that God gave permission to disabled individuals to

practice and worship according to their capacity and that they are not to be
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compared to other worshippers. It is stated that God accepts their deeds with an
appreciation for their efforts (Bhatty et al.,, 2009). Many Quran verses call for
people to behave properly, appreciate one another, and refrain from undermin-
ing those with disabilities. Instead, they are urged to help them because we do
not know who is close to God—only God knows (Ghaly, 2016). The Quran
warns against and forbids committing infanticide because of an impairment.
This practice is referred to as an abomination in its verses (137 PSP
AT 3] (e MRSV 5T S V5 B a5l B 4y 1 &8 VT Al &6 a7a L O 15005 8
B8 Al ) 280 aa o Gl S0 W s i W e L Gl 1 50 W G5 88505
&sfins 18 4y Uy

“And do not kill the soul which God has forbidden except for the require-
ments of justice...” [Glorious Qur’an, Al-An’am 8: 151] (Al-Matary & Ali, 2014,
para. 14). In addition, society should prevent the killing or harming of individu-
als with disabilities, protect their dignity, and ensure that their rights are upheld
(Bengtsson, 2018). The Quran’s verses also emphasize that the value of a person
is not related to appearance, economic success, or social status. Instead, one’s
value is assessed based on how a person follows God’s instructions, which is re-
lated to the deeds a person performs on Earth and their efforts to spread peace
by helping others. Such acts bring a person close to God, and they are rewarded
for them in heaven. The Quran states that a person’s weakness is not derived
from having impairments but rather from performing evil deeds (Rights of the
Disabled, n.d.).

Islamic history provides many examples of appreciation for disabled individu-
als in Muhammad the Prophet’s life and their influences on the Muslim people.
For example, even though Abdullah ibn Umm Maktoum was blind, he still me-
morized the Quran and was appointed by the Prophet Muhammad to be a caller
to pray five times a day. He was only the second person to receive this honor. As
another example, Julaybib had an unpleasant face, and so no parent would allow
him to marry their daughter. He went to the Prophet Muhammad for help, and
the Prophet Muhammad represented him. He called upon several men and
asked them who would marry his daughter to this man. Many honorable fami-
lies then competed to marry their daughters to Julaybib because he was
represented by the Prophet. As a result, he married the daughter of an honored
family (Guvercin, 2008).

Disabled individuals were not distinguished or separated from non-disabled
individuals at the beginning of Islam. Even after the Prophet Muhammad died,
people continued to follow the prophet Muhammad’s instructions, and they at-
tended to disabled individuals. Omar ben al-Khattab, a role model for Muslims
and their third leader, saw that disabled people could not reach the mosque eas-
ily. So, he provided them with a house close to the mosque to make the mosque
more accessible to them. Also, Islam encourages Muslims to improve their so-
ciety and its conditions and inspires them to help each other and protect the

rights of vulnerable people, including disabled persons (Al-Aoufi, Al-Zyoud, &
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Shahminan, 2012).

The influence of religions continued in subsequent generations following the
invasions of the Ottomans and Italians, who believed in the divine religion.

The Ottoman Empire and the Italian Empire

After the overthrow of the Knights of Malta in 1551, Libya was occupied by
the Ottoman Empire, as were several other countries in North Africa (Maddex,
2007). The Ottomans’ perception of disabilities was influenced by Islamic cul-
ture; they considered deafness and blindness not as disabilities but as misfor-
tunes. They saw individuals who could not take responsibility for themselves,
such as individuals with mental illness, as minors who could not be charged for
their behaviors (Scalenghe, 2014). Libya remained under Ottoman rule from
1711-1911. This period witnessed many rebellions, both in favor of and against
the Ottoman regime’s dominance of Libya. Because the Ottoman Empire ruled
over many countries in North Africa, it was difficult for them to control their
colonies despite the heavy presence of armed campaigns that were sent to inhibit
rebellions throughout the region.

Eventually, the Ottoman Empire entered a conflict with Italy as Italy looked to
expand its authority in the area surrounding the Mediterranean Sea. As a result,
Italy ruled Libya from 1910-1943 (Chapin, 1989). The Italians perceived disabled
people as shameful, and this perception forced disabled individuals to hide from
non-disabled individuals. It seems the influence of old the Greek and Roman
Empires persisted in the following generations. This occurred even though reli-
gion banned people from belittling those with disabilities and professed that they
should instead be well respected and assisted. This situation also appears nowa-
days continued agreements with European legislation stating that disabled indi-
viduals should be protected and provided with education and work opportuni-
ties so that they can be independent. Nevertheless, they still struggle to receive
their full rights (Mura, 2014; Italy Part 1: Facts and Perceptions, 2018; Allotey et
al., 1997).

3. Conclusion

This article explored the influences that ancient civilizations (and their belief
systems) have had on Libyan people’s attitudes toward and treatment of people
with disabilities. The Libyan people have been influenced by several groups of
people due to the country’s advantageous location. Being located along the Me-
diterranean Sea in North Africa, Libya attracted the ancient Greeks and Romans,
who wanted to expand their empires.

The characteristics of the old lifestyles of ancient people and positivist and di-
vine religions continue to influence the Libyan population’s attitudes today. The
present article explored many such influences, starting from the Pharaoh era,
continuing into the Greek and Roman eras, the period of Arab Immigration, and
the spread of divine religions. This work also includes an illustration of the in-

fluence of the Ottoman and Italian Empires on Libyan attitudes towards people
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with disabilities. This exploration makes it clear that current Libyan attitudes
toward individuals with disabilities are the result of the diversity of the Libyan
people’s historical and religious roots.

The present research may have implications for Libyan social workers who
work in the Healthcare Department, Educational Department, and Social Secu-
rity Department Fund. By raising awareness of the importance of helping dis-
abled people among Libyan people from all levels of society (i.e. by accepting
them in public and including them in daily social life), non-disabled individuals
can help disabled individuals learn social skills, become independent, and in-

volve themselves in public life.
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