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In the history of Ottoman rule in the Arab world, the provinces of Tripolitania and Benghazi (present-day Libya)
 are often considered outliers. They shared their autonomous status under the suzerainty of the Sublime Porte with neighboring regions like Egypt or the regencies of Tunis and Algiers, for almost 300 years after the onset of Ottoman expansion into the southern Mediterranean during the 16th century. However, in the 19th century, developments in Libya took a different path: with the demise of the Karamanlı (Qaramānlī) dynasty of de facto independent pashas in 1835, Istanbul asserted direct control over the province. The so-called second Ottoman period that followed was marked by the reform policies and centralizing tendencies of the Tanzimat, Hamidian, and Constitutional eras. This experience of late Ottoman “modernization” sets Libya apart from its North African neighbors and brings it closer to the Arab provinces of the Mashreq. And yet, Libyan history diverges from the course of events in Greater Syria or Iraq, too, in that it witnessed European colonialism early on, with the Italian invasion of 1911. In this context, Muslim solidarity between Ottoman officials and local leaders largely dominated anticolonial resistance, at least until 1918. By contrast to the Mashreq, then, Libya did not see the emergence of anti-Ottoman Arab nationalism at the time and was not marked by the Arab Revolt during World War I.

As a consequence of this rather special position, Libya has often been quite marginal in the treatment of Ottoman history, although interest in it has slightly grown with works dealing with questions of Ottoman statehood and colonial rule on the fringes of the empire.
 And even from the part of historians working on Libya the second Ottoman period has not attracted much attention, apart from a number of specialized studies.
 Henning Sievert’s in-depth study Tripolitanien und Bengasi um 1900. Wissen, Vermittlung und politische Kommunikation (Tripolitania and Benghazi around 1900: Knowledge, Intermediation, and Political Communication) thus helps fill an important lacuna. Though by no means intended as a history of the entire period from 1835 until 1911, the work does cover more than the years around 1900, strictly speaking. In fact, it is based on sources that stretch from the first constitutional period of the 1870s up to the early Italian colonial era after World War I.
Sievert, a professor of Islamic Studies with a focus on Ottoman Studies at Heidelberg University, presents and analyzes primarily country studies and memoranda on the Libyan provinces written by Ottoman officials, as well as petitions sent to the administration by local individuals or groups. Based on these source categories, the book is subdivided into five major chapters (besides the introduction and the conclusion): after an overview on state and administration in Ottoman Libya (chapter II), they deal with the production of knowledge on land and people (chapter III), with the discourse around civilization (chapter IV), with political communication through intermediation (chapter V), and through complaints (chapter VI), respectively. While chapters III and IV interpret memoranda and country studies, petitions are the focus of chapters V and VI. These major chapters are then subdivided into multi-level subsections that deal with discussions of the research literature or (most of the time) single source texts or case studies. An appendix offers a number of petitions in facsimile and/or transcription, some even with a synoptic comparison between Ottoman Turkish and Arabic versions. It further contains some information on Ottoman administrators who play a role in the text.
As hinted at before, Sievert’s book — despite its sizable length of more than 500 pages — is not a comprehensive history of Ottoman Libya. Rather, it sheds light on the functioning of the Ottoman state in this North African region from the later 19th century until the Italo-Ottoman War. The smaller parts that actually deal with Italian rule seem to be motivated by the desire to understand the transformations, ruptures, and continuities between Istanbul’s imperial tutelage and Rome’s colonial domination. In fact, the question whether the government of the Porte in Libya might be considered colonial is debated at some length, as the sources at the basis of chapters III and IV are introduced in the context of recent postcolonial approaches towards the Ottoman Empire. Here, the author’s contention is that a thorough analysis of existing sources does not support a general equation of Ottoman imperialism with colonialism or Orientalism, a qualification Sievert apparently finds rash and based on a superficial examination of the available evidence. His own study demonstrates the different perspectives put forward by different authors of memoranda and the like, depending on their degree of local knowledge, on their position in the imperial administration, and also on the time of writing in the rather turbulent historical period in question.
As far as chapters V and VI on the petitions are concerned, the author binds them together via the concept of intermediation (Vermittlung) he develops out of similar notions, such as brokerage or negotiation. Beyond the traditional idea of the politics of notables, he shows how various actors — from bilingual officials possessing both local and imperial knowledge to illiterate Bedouin who set up their petitions with the help of a specialized scribe — interacted in a complex system of government that kept evolving over the period under study. Many case studies explicate the everyday workings of the administration and its relation to the population and offer new insights on the dealings of prominent influential families, such as the Muntaṣirs or the Kikhiyās who have fulfilled important political functions over various regime changes in modern Libyan history. On the other hand, a number of petitions, in particular, highlight the agency of simple local inhabitants and their ways of making their demands heard vis-à-vis the imperial state. Another interesting finding pertains to the role of the Sanūsiyya brotherhood, which is all but absent from Sievert’s sources. Hence, his study further contributes to debunking the so-called Black Legend regarding this Sufi ṭarīqa, which constructed the myth of an all-powerful secret organization dominating religion, politics, and society, at least in Cyrenaica.
 However, this might also have to do with the specific type of sources Sievert uses; to get a fuller picture, Mostafa Minawi’s work probably remains a valuable complement in this respect.

It is certainly a positive feature of Sievert’s study that he does not take the capital city to stand for the province (as happens sometimes). Instead, his case studies stem from all over Libya, including the mountainous Tripolitanian region of al-Jabal al-gharbī and a small Cyrenaican town like the Mediterranean port of Derna, or regions marked by tribalism, such as the Warfalla district in the center of the country and the oases of Fezzan in the south. However, sometimes their choice seems a bit random. The author does not really succeed in tying together the numerous and variegated case studies and bringing them into a coherent narrative. The memoranda and petitions are, for the most part, quite interesting, but it is not even clear why these two types of sources — and the concrete examples picked — should be analyzed in the framework of the study.
Sievert has obviously examined individual sources and cases thoroughly with much care and presents them in great detail. Yet, their sheer quantity would require much more contextualization and guidance for readers interested in more than the concrete case. Thus, after reading the book, one knows quite a lot about a certain Beşir Bey, a mid-level administrator (Turk. kaymakam, Arab. qā’im-maqām) in different Libyan localities around 1900, but one does not immediately get a new perspective about the Ottoman state. As the rather generic title already indicates, the book does not elaborate a clear argument and neither follows a narrative thread which case studies could support and illustrate. In spite of his discussion of the relevant research literature, the author is apparently not very interested in broader arguments about the Ottoman Empire, as references to works on other provinces remain as detached from the source analysis as his own theoretical concepts.
 Like this, Sievert’s book will be a valuable collection of materials on Ottoman Libya which might be especially useful for local histories, but it, unfortunately, does not really enter into conversation with the dynamic research field regarding late Ottoman modernity, statehood, or imperialism in a wider context — which is all the more regrettable, given the already existing position of Libya as an outlier in Ottoman studies.
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� Administrative arrangements for these regions changed several times over the late Ottoman period, from a unitary province of Tripolitania (Turk. Trablusgarp, Arab. Ṭarābulus al-gharb), covering roughly what is today Libya, to Benghazi (Cyrenaica) being a separate entity in the form of a vilayet or an independent sancak. Hence, for the sake of simplicity, I will refer to the country as “Libya” throughout.


� Instead, Libya even witnessed a sort of “reverse Arab revolt” in World War I, when Sanūsī forces, with Ottoman backing, attacked British positions in Egypt. See Lisa Anderson, “The Development of Nationalist Sentiment in Libya, 1908-1922”, in The Origins of Arab Nationalism, ed. Rashid Khalidi et al. (New York and Oxford: Columbia University Press, 1991), 234.


� See especially Mostafa Minawi, The Ottoman Scramble for Africa: Empire and Diplomacy in the Sahara and the Hijaz (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 2016); also Selim Deringil, “‘They Live in a State of Nomadism and Savagery’: The Late Ottoman Empire and the Post-Colonial Debate”, Comparative Studies in Society and History 45:2 (2003), 311-42.


� See, e.g., Lisa Anderson, “Nineteenth-Century Reform in Ottoman Libya”, IJMES 16:3 (1984), 325-48 or several articles in Muḥammad al-Ṭāhir al-Jarārī, ed. al-Mujtama‘ al-lībī 1835-1950: A‘māl al-nadwa al-‘ilmiyya al-thāmina allatī ‘uqidat bi-l-Markaz fī al-fatra min 26-27/9/2000 (Tripoli: Markaz jihād al-lībiyyīn li-l-dirāsāt al-tārīkhiyya, 2005).


� The “Black Legend” goes back to French colonialist perceptions from the 19th century on. See Jean-Louis Triaud, La légende noire de la Sanusiyya. Une confrérie musulmane saharienne sous le regard français (1840-1930) (Paris: Éditions de la Maison des sciences de l’homme, 1995).


� See Minawi, The Ottoman Scramble for Africa.


� In many cases, references to other works seem to be more matters of duty to assure scientific standards than actual discussions to broaden the horizon beyond Libya. Among the works thus referenced are, apart from Minawi, e.g. Yuval Ben-Bassat, Petitioning the Sultan: Protests and Justice in Late Ottoman Palestine, 1865-1908 (London and New York: I.B. Tauris, 2013); Thomas Kuehn, Empire, Islam, and Politics of Difference: Ottoman Rule in Yemen, 1849-1919 (Leiden: Brill, 2011).





