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Introduction 
 
The democratic transition process in Libya is stalling due to delays to both presidential and parliamentary 
elections, weak institutions and a difficult security context. Against this backdrop, women continue to be 
underrepresented in public and political life. Only 20 women were elected to the 188-member House of 
Representatives and of the 35-strong government of national unity appointed in March 2021, just five ministers 
were women. This has reduced to a mere two female ministers in the newly appointed government of 1 March 
2022. 
 
In post-conflict Libya, women continue to face discrimination and systematic violence. Prominent female 
activists and politicians are regularly subject to threats, abductions and violent attacks, such as the murder of 
human rights lawyer Hanan Al Barassi in Benghazi November 2020, the abduction of Representative Sihem 
Sergiwa, who has been missing since July 2019, and most recently the assassination attempt against Minister of 
Justice Halima Al Busifi in Tripoli in January of this year. 
 
Such attacks, and the impunity that accompanies them, has a knock-on effect on women’s participation in public 
life, including on social media. Furthermore, violence against women online in Libya is not just a reflection of its 
offline version but can become an incitement to it. Many women politicians face gendered hate narratives and 
are the subject of online misogynistic conversations that are often framed in a religious context. In this climate, 
it is unsurprising that the online political space continues to be dominated by men. 
 
This report is part of DRI’s efforts to provide evidence-based solutions to underrepresentation and gender-based 
harassment against women in the public sphere on social media. For this project, social media research was 
conducted between 1 December 2021 and 15 March 2022 to identify and quantify the main types of online 
harassment and narratives targeting female political activists in Libya, and to propose recommendations to 
improve the situation.  
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Methodology 
 
The research focused on Facebook and Twitter, as the most popular social media platforms in Libya. Fifty-one 
prominent women who held political or government positions during the last year were selected as key names 
for the research, and 17 prominent male politicians were selected to provide a comparison.  
 
An initial mapping exercise was carried out, to select a sample for quantitative analysis, identifying: 

• pages with political content, spreading hateful messages, and targeting political activists; 
• pages with public affairs content, with significant interactions; and 
• official political groups and Libyan political figures. 

 
A sample of 1,667 Facebook pages and 380 Twitter accounts was identified. Facebook’s CrowdTangle and tools 
to extract Twitter’s API were used to provide the data. 
 
The focus was on two categories of social media content:  

• comments, tweets and Facebook postings on political content published by the targeted pages; and 
• tweets mentioning any of the 51 selected women political leaders and activists, as well as reactions to 

this content. 
 
A linguistic reference for hate speech was developed to apply to this dataset. This involved collecting hate 
narratives related to women, and compiling a lexicon of sentiment expression and semantic hate phrases – for 
example negative or violent verbs, adjectives or phrases, or metaphors. Hate speech was classified by intensity, 
using a scale of intensity from disagreement up to incitement to violence, and by sexism, based on different 
gender-based categories such as indirect harassment (eg based on stereotypes), information threats (eg to 
release or steal personal information), sexual harassment or physical harassment. These linguistic references 
and categories were used as a basis for automated hate speech detection in the social media sample, which was 
monitored from 1 December 2021 to 15 March 2022.  
 
It is a recognised limitation of this form of textual, automated data analysis that hate speech contained in images 
such as graphics, photos or memes as well as some more subtle linguistic forms of hate speech, will not be 
captured. 
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Key Findings 
 
The findings, from both the initial mapping exercise and the quantitative data analysis showed the following: 
 

 

A significant amount of activity is occurring on Facebook pages run by administrators 
based outside of Libya. 21.36% of the monitored Facebook pages are mainly operated by 
administrators based outside of Libya or whose location is hidden, with others being based 
in Egypt, Tunisia, Turkey and the United Kingdom, while 28.85 % of the pages referencing 
women political activists are operated from outside Libya. 
 

 

Women political activists are far less present and active on social media than their male 
counterparts, with some high-level women entirely absent. Fewer female public figures 
have public social media accounts compared to their male counterparts (43% compared 
to 69% of the sample surveyed). Only two female political activists surveyed have verified 
Twitter accounts, compared to half of the male political activists. Women have a much 
smaller online following, with only five accounts held by women in the sample having more 
than 20,000 followers. In contrast, 13 male activists surveyed have between 50,000 and 
280,000 followers. 
 

 

The key themes of gender-based harassment and hate speech online are related to 
clothing choices, personal life, social position (motherhood). Often traditions or religion 
are manipulated in these attacks, such as references to the removal of headscarves. The 
presence of death threats was observed, as well as abuse calling women witches or 
demons. 
 

 

Online verbal abuse against males is mainly based on their political background or 
professional duties, and the vocabulary is less intense and based on ironic disapproval and 
negative descriptions such as being called a thief, corrupt or treacherous. 
 

 

The lexicon used for each woman targeted by hate speech differs, meaning that specific 
language is used to target an individual woman’s behaviours, appearances, or even 
expressions, rather than blanket forms of harassment being used towards all targeted 
women political activists. 
 

 

In some cases, trivialisation and humiliation were used to verbally attack the female 
target, for example by comparing her to a well-known male footballer. 
 

 

The nature of the harm against women political activists varies, but includes them being 
the targets of disinformation campaigns. Notably, Foreign Minister Najla Al-Mangoush, the 
woman politician who attracts most attention on social media, was the target of false 
claims and the circulation of a fake resignation letter purportedly by her. 
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Recommendations 
 
The following recommendations are designed to reduce the online harassment and violence against women: 
 

• The Libyan authorities to adequately investigate online violence against women and hold (in-country) 
perpetrators accountable under the Penal Code provisions that criminalise violence. Article 217 
criminalises the prevention of a person from exercising a political right by violence, threats, or by deceit, 
while article 430 criminalises threats to unlawful injury. Although no provision tackles online violence, 
article 16 of the 1953 Penal Code recognises offences that take place “by means of newspapers or other 
means of publication or propaganda”, which could be interpreted to include online media.  

• Social Media Platform moderators to closely monitor violent and hateful comments and remove, in a 
timely manner, those that violate their social media policy.  

• Social media platforms to build in-house understanding of the Libyan dialect among their moderator 
teams.  

• Social media platforms to mainstream features that offer the option to automatically hide 
negative/hate speech comments in posts. Such features can build on comments that users have 
reported as inappropriate in the past. 

• Women’s civil society organisations to implement projects that address violence against women online 
and changing people’s mindsets about women’s leadership, women’s engagement, and harmful socio-
cultural norms.  

• International organisations to provide support to civil society organisations addressing violence against 
women in general, in relation to women’s inclusion and engagement in decision-making processes.  

Targets of online violence should also be offered services and necessary support to minimise the negative impact 
on their wellbeing. The following recommendations are offered: 
 

• For persons subject to online harassment or violence, increase awareness of existing Arabic-speaking 
online resources such as Speak Up & Stay Safe(r): A Guide to Protecting Yourself From Online 
Harassment https://onlinesafety.feministfrequency.com/en/. IWMF and ICFJ’s Online Violence 
Response Hub  https://onlineviolenceresponsehub.org/ and Access Now’s Digital Security Helpline, 
https://cyber-women.com/ or https://cyber-arabs.com/, as well as automated tools for filtering 
harmful comments. 

• Civil society organisations should include parallel stream of activities on a referral system that can aid 
women exposed to online violence, or consider existing hotlines designed for human rights defenders 
or journalists as models that can be replicated.  

While the present research findings explored online violence against women politicians, further research is 
needed to provide more comprehensive findings. Future research should take into consideration the following 
aspects: 

• Comparing hate narratives used against men with those against women in order to determine the 
intensity of hate speech based on gender. 

• Exploring how sarcasm is used to disparage or humiliate specific individuals.  
• Exploring the effect on the political discourse in Libya from the fact that a significant portion of it is 

driven from social media accounts operated from abroad. 
 
 

This publication was produced with the financial support of the Foreign, 
Commonwealth and Development Office (FCDO). Its contents are the sole 
responsibility of Democracy Reporting International and do not necessarily 
reflect the views of the FCDO. 


