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CONTEMPORARY APPROACHES TO
UNDERSTANDING POLITICAL INSTITUTIONS IN A
STATEHOOD CRISIS (BASED ON LIBYA)

Political institutions play a vital role in ensuring the stable functioning of the
state, regulating socio-political relations, accumulating political decisions, and
maintaining national security. In modern political science, the study of political
institutions is carried out within the framework of various theoretical and
methodological approaches.

In the current context of globalization and international political processes, the
traditional understanding of political institutions, known as “old” institutionalism
(Tugaev & Khrenov, 2005, p. 134), which emphasizes the formal structures of
power — parliament, government, the judicial system, and the bureaucracy — that
determine the country’s political and socio-economic course, has limited
explanatory power when applied to crisis states. In this regard, the concept of neo-
institutionalism, which emerged in the 1980s, is particularly relevant. It views the
term “political institution” as “the rules of the game in society” or “man-made”
restrictive frameworks that organize relationships between people, as well as “the
system of mechanisms that ensure their implementation” (Nureev, 2002, p. 126).
According to neo-institutionalism, political institutions are a set of formal and
informal rules that determine the political behavior of participants in social relations.
Formal institutions are enshrined in legislation and state procedures, while informal
ones are based on traditions, clientelist ties, nepotism, and other established
practices. This approach allows for a more comprehensive analysis of the processes
of power transformation in contemporary conflict states, such as Libya.

Since the events of the Arab Spring in 2011, Libya has been experiencing a
crisis of statehood characterized by the fragmentation of centralized authority and
the emergence of multiple centers of governance. Under these conditions, political
power is no longer concentrated solely within official state institutions but is
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distributed among state, non-state, and external actors. Consequently, the neo-
institutional approach offers significantly greater explanatory value for analyzing
Libya’s contemporary political system than classical institutionalism.

Francis Fukuyama’s concept of a strong state is also significant for analyzing
the crisis of statehood in Libya. According to this concept, the state strength is
defined not by the scope of the authorities’ powers, but by the capacity of state
institutions to effectively ensure security, maintain law and order, implement
political decisions, and provide public goods (Fukuyama, 2004). From this
perspective, modern Libya exhibits signs of institutional weakness: a significant
portion of state functions is carried out by armed groups, tribal structures, and other
non-state actors, indicating a decline in the governance capacity of state institutions.

Political institutions in Libya should be considered not only through the lens
of the institutional approach, as the current political crisis reveals the limitations of
this approach. With the collapse of state structures, political power ceases to be
concentrated exclusively within formal institutions and is distributed among various
local and external actors (neo-institutional approach). Thus, following the events of
the “Arab Spring” in 2011, Libya has been experiencing a crisis of statehood with
the fragmentation of centralized power and the emergence of multiple centers of
governance. Due to the absence of a single centralized authority, informal political
institutions prevail and dominate formal ones.

It is also worth noting that the concept of a “failed state” is only partially
applicable to modern Libya. Despite a high degree of institutional weakness, Libya
retains international legal personality, membership in international organizations,
and some functioning state institutions. However, its ability to effectively govern is
significantly limited. According to the Fragile States Index, Libya ranked 16th out
of 179 countries in the world in terms of state instability in 2024 (Fragile States
Index, 2024), a fact that points to a profound crisis within its institutional system.

In modern conditions, M. Weber’s concept of the state also demonstrates its
limitations, considering the state as the only institution with the exclusive right to
the legitimate use of force on its territory (Weber, 2021, p. 234). The international
military operation of NATO countries, carried out within the framework of
Operation Unified Protector in 2011 during the civil war in Libya on the basis of
UN Security Council resolutions No. 1970 and No. 1973 (NATO, 2011), indicates
that, in the context of international regulation, the state monopoly on legitimate
violence can be subject to external influence from international organizations and
coalitions of states.

The most productive concept for analyzing contemporary Libya is “hybrid
governance”, which encompasses elements of weak democracy, authoritarianism,
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and fragmentation. Libya’s current political system is divided between two
competing centers of power: the Government of National Unity in Tripoli and the
Government of National Stability, headquartered in Benghazi and supported by the
Libyan National Army. The functioning of political institutions also depends on
local armed groups and tribes. The revolution and subsequent upheavals forced
armed groups to expand their numbers and obtain financial resources to support their
activities, establishing control over key institutions and regions (Aslan, 2020, p.
150). They often act as “hybrid actors”, integrating into state security structures
while y maintaining their own political and financial interests. In a hybrid political
order, state institutions coexist with non-state power centers capable of performing
certain state functions, including security, territorial governance, and resource
distribution.

The oil sector plays a key role in preserving the existing system. Despite the
country’s political fragmentation, the two opposing parties maintain a relationship
based on the division of oil revenues. These financial flows allow them to fund their
administrations, pay salaries, buy political loyalty, and consolidate power in their
respective zones. This state of affairs appears to suit both sides. It also alleviates the
real need to reach difficult compromises regarding elections and reunification
(International Crisis Group, 2026, p. 2).

The humanitarian crisis remains a further manifestation of institutional
weakness. Libya is a major transit country for irregular migrants, leading to the
growth of a shadow economy, human rights violations, and increased mortality due
to unsafe migrant transportation.

Tribal structures occupy a special place in the political system of modern
Libya. While they were a key element of the political balancing mechanism during
Muammar Gaddafi’s rule, their influence has grown significantly since 2011. Tribes
not only participate in the distribution of political and economic resources but also
establish their own governance institutions, particularly in areas where they are
concentrated. Under these circumstances, tribalism should be viewed not as a
vestige of traditional society, but as an independent political institution that
performs administrative, mediating, and mobilizing functions.

It should also be taken into account that the existing fragmentation of power
and crisis of statehood in Libya serves the interests of not only internal but also
external actors. Maintaining the current balance of power in Libya serves the
interests of several external actors, as it provides them with a military-political
presence in the Mediterranean region, grants access to energy resources, and the
ability to influence migration flows. Under these circumstances, holding nationwide

| 56



July 17, 2026 e San Francisco, USA I

elections, which have been postponed since 2021, and the formation of a unified
state governance could lead to a redistribution of the existing balance of influence
among both internal and external participants in the Libyan conflict.

Thus, an analysis of Libya’s contemporary political development reveals that
traditional approaches to understanding political institutions, based primarily on the
study of formal state structures, are insufficient to explain the processes occurring
during a crisis of statehood. The Libyan experience demonstrates that the weakening
of central authority does not lead to the disappearance of institutions; rather, it is
accompanied by their transformation and the redistribution of functions between
state and non-state actors. Under these conditions, a neo-institutional approach and
the concept of a hybrid political governance make it possible to consider political
institutions as a combination of formal and informal rules, practices, and
mechanisms for the distribution of power. These approaches most fully reflects the
interactions between state bodies, armed groups, tribal associations, and external
actors in the exercise of power, even in the face of weakened or fragmented state
authority.
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