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Introduction

Empires are built on ignorance. This is the assumption that this book
takes as its starting point to compare the history of the French and the
British trade empires in the Mediterranean between 1650 and 1750.
It is a premise whose slightly paradoxical appearance can be tempered
by elaborating that empires are built on ignorance as much as they are
on knowledge. The historiography of empires has often insisted on the
importance of the gathering, management and use of information and
knowledge for administrative purposes. A whole branch of historio-
graphy on “empire and science” has developed that focuses on the
infrastructure, aims and impacts of knowledge accumulation.1

Asking differently for the unknowns within imperial communication
does not intend to assert the unimportance of knowledge and of the
results of that research. The point made here is to shift the focus to the
other side of knowledge – its absence – and therefore to the enduring
relationship between ignorance and knowledge. Such a change of
perspective also implies that the very category of “empire” is put
in second place. I will instead concentrate on the relevant actors in
the Mediterranean who worked for or under the protection of France
and Britain: the ambassadors, consuls, chaplains, merchants, transla-
tors and travelers on the one hand; and the involved actors in the
English and French centers on the other, from the ministers and secre-
taries of state to the councilors, experts and advisors in commercial,
cultural or religious affairs. How did these imperial actors cope with

1 For the early Spanish-Portuguese empires cf. Barrera-Osorio, Experiencing
nature; Cañizares-Esguerra,How to write; Bleichmar et al. (eds.), Science; for the
passage from the eighteenth to the nineteenth century cf. the special issue
MacLeod (ed.), Nature and empire; Raj, Relocating modern science; Gascoigne,
Science; Drayton, Nature’s government; Stern, “Rescuing”; McClellan III and
Regourd, Colonial machine; Kumar (ed.), Science and empire; Harrison,
“Science”; Cook, Matters of exchange; Delbourgo and Dew (eds.), Science and
empire. For the later empires cf. Stuchtey (ed.), Science; most of the volume
Beinart and Hughes (eds.), Environment and empire follows similar questions.

1
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the multiple forms of ignorance within the four epistemic fields of
politics and economics, religion, general knowledge and history of
the Levant regions, and science? If one looks at the average daily
activities of a consul, these four fields cover roughly all of his “official”
time. A history of ignorance concerning imperial communication in the
period from 1650 to 1750 will not just highlight, in a general way, that
something was unknown. Instead, such a history assumes that the very
act of ignoring, different forms of specifying and coping with ignor-
ance, and the communication of and reflection on ignorance in relevant
fields and matters have a constructive power that can be historicized
for given periods, cultural settings, institutions, and in its evolution and
epistemic movements. In this case, the aim is to understand in a new
way the shape of what one might call “early Enlightenment empires.”
To clarify the problem with an example, one can point to the well-
known fact within the specialized field of the history of cartography
that around 1750, with some precursors, within the circles of the royal
cartographers and theAcadémie des sciences, a new rigorousness arose
that led to the deletion of uncertain, unclearly identified or imprecisely
measured locations and items from maps, and their replacing and
explicitly exposing as “empty spaces.” This is an easily recognizable
phenomenon because of its visual form, that belongs to the narrower
field of the history of cartography.2 But the assumption of this book is
that there was, between 1650 and 1750, in general a new and evolving
way to become aware of ignorance, to expose it and to define the
unknown across the four fields of politics and economics, religion,
general knowledge and history, and science. The assumption is also
that, despite the fundamentally different character and type of these
episteme, there were similarities and parallels between the epistemic
fields concerning the sequence of exposition and awareness of ignor-
ance, the forms of specifying it, the process of knowledge-gathering in
response to it, and the endpoint of the movements, which are called
here non-knowledge cycles. The question, therefore, is which epistemic
forces caused those changes? In politics and economics, the way in
which the category of the national was newly defined as the determin-
ing matrix of mercantilist political economics will be understood as

2 Broc, La géographie des philosophes; Konvitz, Cartography, 1–31; Laboulais-
Lesage (ed.),Combler les blancs; Safier,Measuring; Haguet, “J.-B. d’Anville” for
d’Anville as the promoter of “empty space” cartography.

2 Introduction

Cornel
Inserted Text
s
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a specification of unknowns. It was only through those specifications
that a mighty process of nationalization was set in motion. In the field
of religion, a quite sudden awareness of ignorance about the “present
state” of even major Oriental religions and churches, like the Greek
Church, creates the central complex of unknowns with which the
actors tried to cope and which led to the massive communication of
knowledge gathering and to unexpected entanglements and disentan-
glements between East andWest. In the field of general knowledge and
history, consuls remained in a state of unconscious ignorance for a long
time about major parts of the history of the countries where they
worked and lived in – unconscious, because one even does not find
explicit mention of a lack of something. This will lead to the question
of how one organizes one’s own world, the structures of history and
descriptions within such a state of nescience, and how that might have
even served the functions of the empire. Finally, the consuls, voyagers,
translators and chaplains were also active in exploring unknowns
within the field of science, where their networks of the trading colonies
on the Mediterranean shores intersected with the institutions and net-
works of the so-called “scientific revolution” centered in London and
Paris.

Both empires were thus formed as a function of the continually
ongoing work and communication of ignorance in these epistemic
fields – and at the same time the empires shaped the form of that
communication.

History of Empires, History of Ignorance

Is this, then, a history of empires? Is it a parallel history of epistemic
developments? Is it a Mediterranean history? It is all of these three.
To start with the last, as epistemes follow no border, this is more
a history “in” than “of” the Mediterranean in a narrower sense.3

The link between a history of ignorance and the communication within
trade empire networks is not reserved to the Mediterranean and could

3 Horden and Purcell,Corrupting sea. An exceptionwhere a history of ideas and of
intellectuals can also be a history “of” the Mediterranean, are genealogies of
early concepts of “the Mediterranean” as an geo-historical actor itself, blending,
for instance, Peiresc with Braudel: Miller, Peiresc’s Mediterranean world. For
a (necessarily non-exhaustive) overview of Early Modern Mediterranean Studies
cf. Zwierlein, “Early Modern History.”

History of Empires, History of Ignorance 3
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be transferred to other regions by taking into account that settler
colonies would lend a different setting than that of the European
merchant colonies within the Ottoman Empire. The nationalization
of political communication concerned, in different forms, all European
shipping on all oceans and seas. On the other hand, the Mediterranean
and the Orient was usually the preferred location of the search for
European civilizational roots and so there is a “material”
Mediterraneanism to this history in parts of the chapters on religion,
history and science. The realization of ignorance and unknowns con-
cerning just those regions supposedly at the roots of European history
was striking more so than ignorance of Asian and American lands.
A history of the reflexive awareness of ignorance within the
Mediterranean thus both echoes and transcends a history of the epis-
temic processes involved in the “discovery” of the New World.
The former is something like a belated and paradoxical re-
establishment of cognitive relationships and an ongoing clarification
of the limits of knowns, and perhaps even of knowables, in the context
of the region’s political and cultural forms in its past and present states.

Including theMediterraneanwithin British imperial history is not very
common, and in French historiography, a branch of“imperial history” is
not established at all, since the common term for the history of former
transatlantic possessions is “colonial history,” in which the
Mediterranean is not included, at least not for the period before 1830.
Yet if one admits the existence or at least the historiographical notion of
an English/British empire before 1750, there can be no question that the
Mediterranean was a crucial part of the empire of trade – it accounted
for roughly a third of the foreign trade of “England.”4 The acquisition of
Tangier at the same time as Bombay is not merely a coincidence. There is
no reason to regard the Mediterranean as less important than the
Empire’s informal trade empire in India, at least before the Bengal
acquisition of 1757 and the 1783 laws. The British presence in India in
the eighteenth century was largely confined to Bombay, Calcutta and
Madras, constituting a total of about fourteen small locations along the
coast of the subcontinent. This corresponds very closely to the situation
in the Mediterranean with Aleppo, Constantinople, Smyrna and many

4 If one takes a short look at the volumes of the Oxford History of the British
Empire, the Mediterranean is nearly completely absent. The same holds true for
the mercantile and economic histories of the Empire, cf. Chapter 1 on politics and
economics and the broader discussions on mercantilism (notes 25, 26, 229).

4 Introduction
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minor places, foremost on the Barbary Coast. One should not therefore
be misled by the late eighteenth-century importance of the American
colonies, the post-1776 shift, and the developments in the nineteenth
century by projecting this later situation back on the late seventeenth-/
early eighteenth-century realities. Ex ante, it was not clear whether the
economic and imperial future lay in the Mediterranean and/or a far
larger “world.”

As the aim of this book is a comparative French-British history,
a common designation must be chosen. Using the framework of
“imperial history” would tend to place the work within an
Anglophone tradition; despite important differences in how the crowns
and ministerial bureaucracies were organized, there are many analo-
gous forms and tendencies that suggest the comparability of the French
and British cases: the concentration of the organization of
Mediterranean trade in a group of specialized merchants with their
own “board” (Chambre de commerce deMarseille, Levant Company),
the almost simultaneous formation of councils or boards of trade, of
the Royal Society and the Académie des sciences, the synchronous
regional differentiation of competencies within the ministries, and the
establishment of a consular network. As many of these developments
took place far away from the central state, and as, furthermore, no
settlements and colonies in the formal sense could be built under
Ottoman rule, “colonial history” is unfitting; but the “history of
trade empires” seems an appropriate alternative. More important
than the label itself is to reflect what historiographical burdens risk
being unintentionally imported by putting the study at least partially
under the cover of the Anglophone tradition of imperial history.
Despite its richness and diversification, one may argue that within
that tradition, studies typically organize their object according to
a two-level approach: on the one hand, historians concentrate on
narratives of ideas, concepts, ideologies and discourses of “empire”;
on the other, on structures, institutions, commercial and economic
exchange and data, and the political and diplomatic history and events.
Often, this is an either/or classification, as studies seldom address both
levels with the same priority. Granted, this simplification of a broad
common juxtaposition of structure versus discourse/ideas does not do
justice to the richness and diversity of the different approaches, both
old and new. But accepting this simplification for a moment, these
approaches tend to put the empire itself into the position of a logical

History of Empires, History of Ignorance 5
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a priori. This holds true not only for studies of the British empire’s trade
in the colonies, where “imperial” and “empire,” as well as the compet-
ing nations in the Ocean are usually taken as given categories, but also
for studies concentrating on political language analysis and the “ideo-
logical origins of empire.” Once the first appropriation of imperial
language is identified – as early as Henry VIII, for instance, and with
the writings of John Dee in the reign of Elizabeth I –, the empire itself is
presumed to exist as a framework.

The slight turn taken here by studying the communication and
handling of ignorance within the epistemic fields as the base upon
which empires are built, and vice versa, by analyzing the empire’s
function for shaping those epistemes, leads to a different setting: if
one combines the study of mercantilist commercial and political com-
munication with their central category of the “national” as just one
epistemic type with the other epistemic types – religion, history and
science –, one folds the bifurcation of ideas versus structures into each
other. This consciously deposits the empire into co-existing epistemic
fields.

The already mentioned younger branch of “empire and science”
research has developed as a merging of the post-Foucaldian expansion
of the history of discourses/knowledge or “science” in its older nar-
rower sense with imperial history. Here, the epistemic approach has
been the norm, and often the histories either concentrate more on the
institutional dimensions of the organization of scientific research and
knowledge management within the empires or on the contents of the
science/knowledge in question. This is, at first glance, quite close to the
approach chosen here. Those studies often place emphasis on networks
and circulation, and authors try to abstract from the notion of empire
or state to demonstrate how communication within the republic of
letters spread through imperial networks on the one hand, and how
state-biased and institutional communication organized science for the
purposes of the state on the other, thereby transcending a narrower
political and institutional history of empires. But in that research, the
political, economic and other structures and institutions of “the
empires” are mostly assumed to be pre-existing and the epistemic
“liquidization” only concerns the part of its scientific functions and
entanglements associated with the republic of letters. The goal here has
been to totalize that point of view and find a way to treat all as
a parataxis of coevolving epistemes. Politics/economics, religion,
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history and science are observed on equal terms. There is no “science
and empire”: imperial communication is a fourfold communication
within several epistemes. The “empire” is in all this and produced by
it, rather than above or before it. This is in no way a radical revelation,
but instead an attempt to synthesize both traditions. And it is those
actors between London/Paris and the factories or échelles who con-
stantly kept these processes in motion, by asking, by not-knowing, and
by partially answering their own unknowns.

In the context of the four cycles and epistemic developments
observed, onemight think in a first quick assumption that the totalizing
of the epistemic approach and transfer from the narrower field of the
history of science to the parataxis of all four epistemes important for
imperial communication leads to something akin to the export or
generalization of the “structure of scientific revolution(s),” in
a refined Kuhnian sense as the structure of all epistemic developments
and movements.5 The four developments could be conceived as: (a) the
birth, climax and change or decline of mercantilist trade, (b) the
entanglement and disentanglement of the Western and Eastern
churches during the former’s transition from confessional conflict to

5 It is not my purpose to integrate here a detailed analysis of the concepts of
“(scientific) knowledge,” “structure,” “paradigm-shift” and “context” inherent
to Kuhn’s work nor of the decades of discussion about the work, nor of all
attempts already made to transfer the Kuhnian theses to other realms of
“sciences” and of knowledge. Mostly, only the concept of paradigm and the
question of how one paradigm is accepted within competing worldviews is
transferred to fields such as economics, politics, religion or “humanities” in
general. While for my purposes, the notion of “paradigm” is far less important,
within themore recent discussion and revisitations of the work around the fiftieth
anniversary of its publication, one should underline that the concept of the
“structure” or the shape of larger epistemicmovements as such has attracted little
attention for decades. On a still more general level, the question, if we must first
distinguish different types of knowledge before transferring concepts about
knowledge change from the history of science, seems not to be very sharply
articulated within those debates. From the myriads of contributions one might
refer to here, rather as an introduction into that bibliography than being itself
one, see the issue devoted to The structure of scientific revolution of Historical
studies in the natural sciences 42, 5 (2012), and Mayoral, “Five decades”; for an
example of narrowing “religious conversion” and acceptance of scientific
paradigms Drønen, “Scientific revolution”; for a reasoning about if and how the
epistemic shifts around 1800 within history, philosophy and other fields
combined as “humanities” can be modeled in analogy to Kuhn’s model for
“science,” opposing by that in a dichotomous way those two fields, Solleveld,
“Conceptual change.”

History of Empires, History of Ignorance 7
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the notion of natural religion and other trans-confessional forms,
(c) the transformation of early modern historia into empirical history,
geography and natural history due to standardization, spatialization
and deepening of historical thought, and (d) the scientific revolution.
The challenge, for a more general history of ignorance, is then to
observe and assemble the similarities and differences of the shapes of
those movements and to characterize “non-knowledge cycles” as
a general pattern that is not restricted to the very specialized epistemo-
logical framework of the emerging scientific empiricism. Whether the
model(s) for scientific developments of phases of knowledge accumula-
tion followed by revolutionary shifts of paradigms and similar reflec-
tions about the general form of epistemic processes can just be
transferred from the realm of science, or whether it must be altered,
will be tested throughout this book. In fact, the question is not to
transfer a model of Thomas Kuhn conceived in 1962 for the field of
science on other realms. The question is rather about the internal form
and behavior of the epistemic movements themselves, how they were
realized in history, how we can describe them for each field and for all
fields compared. It is not a question of models, but of the historical
reality itself. The results of those observations will be collected in the
final conclusion.

Actors, Institutions, Places, Period

The French consular network in the Mediterranean developed in the
sixteenth century, with a different starting date for each individual loca-
tion. Nevertheless, the monarchy’s occupation with internal problems
from the last Huguenot war (1629–1631) to the Fronde in 1648/49 to its
involvement with the Thirty Years’ War after 1635 led to the neglect of
Mediterranean commerce and navy forces, a disregard which was
strongly felt in its major ports, particularly Marseille. As far as can be
judged, complaints and calls for reform in the 1650s/60s were not only
rhetoric, but reflected the reality that French politico-economic engage-
ment in the Mediterranean had reached a very low point after the
Richelieu era. Colbert’s reforms,6 which I will address in the

6 Soll, The information master; Dessert, Argent and Dessert, Colbert; on his
successor cf. Dingli, Seignelay; on the internal French development of Colbert’s
reforms cf. Minard, La fortune; the transition to the later Maurepas
administration is characterized in Pritchard, In search of empire, 230–263.
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first chapter from the point of view of norms regulating commerce, were
in fact a real starting point, as economic history since Masson has
shown.7 Only from these years onwards does the archival documenta-
tion emerge as a steady flow of dispatches and letters between the
Secretary of State, the newly founded Chambre de commerce in
Marseille (1650), and the consuls.8 The reforms predate the concentra-
tion of power in Colbert, who accumulated between 1665 and 1669 the
effective control of the navy, direction of commerce and the office of
a sécrétaire d’état de la marine du Ponant – all in addition to the office of
controleur général des finances. This has been identified as the “origin
of theMinistry of the Navy.”9 At the beginning of the sixteenth century,
there was just one French consul in the Levant (in Alexandria); in 1600
there were five (Alexandria, Tripoli/Syria, Chios, Algiers and Tunis), and
in 1715 there were fourteen major consulates, all in the Mediterranean:
Algiers, Tunis, Tripoli/Barbary, Cairo, Seyde (Saïda, Sidon), Aleppo,
Chania, Lanarca, Smyrna, Saloniki, Nafplio (Peloponnes or “Morea”),
Prevesa (Larta), Zakynthos (Zante) andDurazzo. Several new consulates
were founded during the eighteenth century, and some vice-consulates
were established.10 Marking a new era, in 1669 authority over the con-
suls was switched from the Département des affaires étrangères (Hubert
de Lionne) to Colbert’s Marine. At about the same time (1664), the first
Conseil de commerce was established, which prefigured the 1700/1
Conseil or Bureau.11 While the medieval roots of the consular office
were situated in trade and commerce, during the seventeenth century,
royal authority came to place the office and institution more and more
tightly under its control.12 The interdiction, from 1691 onwards, against
conducting commerce confirmed that development.13 The type of writing
in use between the state center and the consulates became very similar to

7 Masson, Commerce XVII; Bergasse and Rambert, Histoire, 204–214; Paris,
Histoire, 3–43; Carrière, Négociants.

8 The Chambre de commerce was a municipal institution but, despite the usual
struggles over competencies and interests, was quickly integrated into the central
state’s system.

9 Dagnaud, “L’administration,” 332f.
10 Poumarède, “Naissance,” 66; for the later developments Mézin, Les consuls;

Windler, Diplomatie; Ulbert and Le Bouëdec (eds.), La fonction consulaire.
11 Schaeper, French Council; Kammerling Smith, “Le discours économique.”
12 Poumarède, “Naissance,” 128.
13 The offices of the Secrétairerie d’Etat de la marine were first in Versailles under

Louis XIV; in 1715 they moved to Paris, and they returned to Versailles in 1723.
Cf. Dagnaud, “L’administration,” 714 n. 1.
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the diplomatic forms of instructions, dispatches and reports (mémoires)
that had first been introduced during the Renaissance diplomatic
revolution.14 The consuls, helped by their chancellors, by dragomen,
and in collaboration with the elected representatives of each échelle’s
nation, were now “an instrument serving the politics of penetrating the
Ottoman Empire,” and it is therefore fair to see them as imperial
agents.15 One of the most important sources for several chapters of this
study are mémoires, or advisory reports, which can be found in many
different archival locations. Many were written for the Chambre de
commerce’s internal process of decision-making and evenmore for nego-
tiations between the Chambre and the Secretary of state in Paris/
Marseille; others were written by consuls in the Levant and sent to
Paris, or by councilors and advisors in Paris/Versailles, within the
Bureau of the Marine Ministry or within the Councils of Commerce.
It is not always possible to determine their precise institutional origin, or
to ascribe authorship, because they were frequently written
anonymously.16 There are also mémoires concerning the scientific activ-
ities of the consular network, which can be found in the archives of the
Marine ministry and the Académie des sciences.

The English/British17 organization was somewhat different because
the consuls depended on the Levant Company whereas the French never
succeeded in putting the Levant trade under the control of a chartered or
privileged company. It is a somewhat surprising fact that all four major
institutional studies on the Levant Company for our period were written
in the 1930s, three of which remain unpublished.18 Later works have

14 For those origins cf. Mattingly, Renaissance diplomacy and Frigo (ed.), Politics
and diplomacy; Senatore, “Uno mundo de carta”; Zwierlein,Discorso und Lex
Dei, 193–294.

15 Poumarède, “Naissance,” 128.
16 Major archival locations of mémoires that circulated within the Ministry or

between the Chambre de commerce and the Ministry are the seriesMémoires et
documents in theArchives des affaires étrangères (La Courneuve), the series F12
in the Archives nationales (site Pierrefite) and the series AE B III 234ff and
several cartons of the AEMAR BVII series in theArchives nationales (site Paris)
and the series C, E and H in the Archives de la Chambre de Commerce,
Marseille. But one finds them also in many other places, mostly in the consular
and the ambassadorial correspondence.

17 On the use of “British” and “English” cf. already a contemporary voice: John
Toland in Hoppit, Land of liberty?, 242.

18 Ambrose, Levant Company; Russell, Levant Company; Matterson, English
trade; Wood, Levant Company.
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concentrated more on the London/England-based class of merchants
than on Mediterranean affairs or on either individual merchants or
mercantile families, but a renewal of interest for the whole Company
and group has just started.19 The institutional combination of the secre-
tary of state,20 the board and body of the Levant Company, and the
admiralty and customs officers in the state center21 together with the
ambassador to Constantinople, the consular network in the Levant, and
the English merchant nations in the periphery,22 made up the structure
that corresponded with the French setting just described. But in the
English case, complications ensue due to the administrative division
between the eastern and the western Mediterranean. The former was
the charter zone of the Company, but the latter was not covered by its
privileges and was hence open, despite many discussions, to non-
Company traders, particularly the “Italian merchants,” operating
mostly to and from Livorno.23 The Levant Company had the three
major factories, in Aleppo, Smyrna and Constantinople, but consuls
were also installed in Algiers, Tunis and Tripoli.

The main archival records thus include state papers containing con-
sular correspondence and the records of the Levant Company. The Privy
Council and the Board of Trade, which would be a parallel to the French
Conseil de commerce, were also often occupied with Mediterranean
affairs, even if the Board of Trade, at least in its 1680s/90s form, was
instituted to concentrate on the plantations in the American colonies.24

However, as the Levant Company papers show more clearly than the
records of the Board of Trade, the Board repeatedly became involved
with Levant matters such as conflicts between the East India and Levant
Company.25 The universities of Oxford and Cambridge as well as the

19 Davis, Aleppo; Anderson, An English consul; Pennell, Piracy; Brenner,
Merchants; Gauci, Politics of trade. A very lively picture of the Levant
merchants’ world is drawn by Mather, Pashas.

20 For the institutional settings cf. Braddick, “English government.”
21 Cf. still Hoon, Customs.
22 For the chaplains cf. more below, chapter “Religion.”
23 Pagano de Divitiis, Mercanti inglesi. On the Mediterranean and even global

Jewish merchant networks that were central also for the English merchants cf.
Trivellato, Familiarity.

24 For the sequence of (re)establishing and dissolving councils, committees and the
Board of Trade cf. remarks and literature in Chapter 1 on Politics and
Economics before note 230 and note 310.

25 Cf. the discrepancy between what seems to be a concentration on the
“plantations” of the Board of Trade in CO 391/9ff and the many traces of the
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Royal Society and the English Church’s network were extensions of that
apparatus as far as there was an exchange and overlap between those
persons and circles.26 For intellectual affairs, the Anglican chaplains to
the Levant Company were the most important actors in the Levant.
Concerning the sources, a clear difference is visible between the French
and the English. In the French case, the forms of longer narrative
descriptions and advisory reports were integral aspects of routine con-
sular and diplomatic work. These descriptive activities were expected,
controlled and directed by the center, and the archives in Paris and
Marseille are consequently teeming with this type of source. The
English forms of diplomatic and politico-economic correspondence
were different, apparently more dedicated to the humanist virtue of
brevitas and less shaped by diplomatic forms. The effect is that, with
some noteworthy exceptions – for example, Paul Rycaut, SamuelMartin
and Samuel Baker –most consuls did not write longer narrative reports
in either manuscript or published forms. Conversely, the chaplains – and
former chaplains – of the Company regularly produced extensive
reports, as if there were a tacit division of labor. On commercial affairs
it was “learned merchants” themselves who wrote more, and more
often, than the consuls.

In general, the first chapter takes most of its examples from the
consular correspondence regarding the Barbary Coast. The chapter
on religion focuses on Constantinople and parts of the Holy Land
because the exchanges with the Greek Church always went through
Constantinople and because the challenges and problems of religious
protection were much more frequent in those échelles than on the
Barbary Coast, where Christian communities were few and the level
of missionary activity was comparably low. For the history and science
chapters, the spotlight returns to the Barbary Coast. As the epistemes
are not strictly confined to one region however, many aspects of those
chapters also apply to a wider spatial dimension.

The period chosen, from roughly 1650 to 1750, might seem simply
to correspond with the conventional post-1648 second half of early

Board/councils being addressed by the Levant Company, e.g. SP 105/144,
f. 33v–36v, ibid., 1657, f. 87v-88r, ibid., 1664, f. 143v; ibid., 1702, SP 105/145,
pp. 304–306. Letwin, Origins, 24–31.

26 Cf. Hamilton et al. (eds.), Republic of letters which is not reduced to English
affairs. For more literature concerning the Royal Society as far its connection to
the Levant is concerned, cf. below chapter “Science.”
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modern European history. In fact the periodization is here less a choice
of pragmatic top-down framing according to an uncritical post–World
War II historiographic tradition; instead, it is part of the question and
the results of the study itself. From the perspective of a history of
ignorance that encompasses non-knowledge operative within everyday
administrative and economic practices on the one hand, as well as
within other epistemic forms less directly operative for daily “uses”
on the other, an “early Enlightenment” shift beyond the Hazardian
recognition within the field of the history of philosophy still has to be
proven. The developments within the epistemic realms will suggest that
there is a material substrate to that epochal shift. It is less important to
discuss whether the Colbert administration would already fit under the
term of early Enlightenment, as the Maurepas administration firmly
does; instead, the shift of period within the administration and the
overall forms of communication that are studied is a major focus on
its own. In this regard the period from 1650 to 1750 reveals itself to be
coherent, not via deductive labelling, but by inductive research.

Terminology and the Questions a History of Ignorance Asks

This book is not intended as prolegomena to a general theory of
historicizing ignorance; instead, it focuses on the forms of ignorance,
its exposition and reflection, and tries to identify empirically the precise
historical forms active around 1700 within the chosen Mediterranean
context. To achieve this, a terminology and grammar are necessary,
along with some clarification of the problems in historicizing ignorance
and the forms of its communication. The sociology of ignorance imme-
diately suggests itself as a branch that might lend such a grammar.
It was pioneered by Georg Simmel around 190027 and later Robert

27 Usually one refers here to the chapter by Simmel, “Secrecy,” English translation
inAmerican Journal of Sociology 11, 4 (1906), 441–498, but while the terminus
technicus “Nichtwissen” is coined in this chapter, its concentration on
“secrecy” within interpersonal relationships limits its dimensions. On the
translator’s use of “not knowing” or “nescience” as translation of
“Nichtwissen” cf. Gross, Ignorance and surprise, 55; post–WWII sociological
research on ignorance developed a far broader concept. For the germs of
a notion of “Nichtwissen” already present with Simmel that points in this
direction cf. the idea of “entanglement between knowledge and non-knowledge
[Mischungen und Verwebungen des Wissens mit dem Nichtwissen]” (Simmel,
“Lebensanschauung,” 303) in a passage where he reflects on the devaluation of
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Merton around 1950, but found its real impetus within the tiny niche
of environmental and organizational sociology from around 1975
onwards. It largely focuses on the question of how political and social
decision-making takes place in circumstances of ignorance and is lar-
gely ahistorical. But it is perhaps worthwhile to remember that for
much of the necessary language of description, one could use the
thirteenth-century distinctions developed within moral theology by
Thomas Aquinas on the basis of Aristotelian concepts of action.
In contrast to sociology today, every act of ignoring is considered to
be a voluntary act related to the problem of sinful action. While, in this
framework, nescience (nescientia) is simply the complete absence
before and beyond the moral discourse about its sinfulness (simplex
negatio scientiae), ignorance is the privation from knowledge (privatio
scientiae) in a defective form of will. This can be an unwilling form of
ignorance (involuntaris), or it can occur in several forms of wilful
ignorance according to the degree of active voluntary concentration
on the not-knowing: (a) ignorantia voluntaris directa, (b) ignorantia
voluntaris indirecta – the lattermeaning ignorance through negligence –
ignorantia per negligentiam contingens voluntaria, and (c) purely acci-
dental ignorance, which can nevertheless entail sin: ignorantia volun-
taria per accidens.28 Current sociology certainly does not reason in
terms of “sin,” but questions of conscious, unconscious, willed,
unwilled and of “negative (non-)knowledge” – something ignored
that someone knows to be knowable but decides is unimportant – as
discussed today are all quite easily translatable into Thomist terms, and
opinion will be divided between “traditionalists” and “progressive”
readers about which choice of terminology is more elegant. Although
I do not identify with progressivism, I chose the terms more commonly
in use today; the others would create too antiquarian an impression.29

The comparison between Thomism and the sociology of ignorance
reminds us that, as Tarsky has taught us, a language of description is
needed to conceive and identify sharply what can be found in sources;

scientific knowledge from medieval to contemporary times. Cf. Wehling, Im
Schatten, 43–46.

28 Cf. Thomas, De malo, quaestio III, art. 7 et 8. Cf. for a slightly more
comprehensive attempt Zwierlein, “Towards a history of ignorance.”

29 Ravetz, “Usable knowledge”; Collingridge, Social control, 23–43; Smithson,
Ignorance; Ravetz, Merger; Luhmann, “Ökologie des Nichtwissens”; Gross,
Ignorance and surprise.
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but that this can only be a first step to historicize ignorance, because the
medieval Aristotelian terms are, as such, as ahistorical as Merton’s
“specified and unspecified ignorance.” Beyond medieval moral theol-
ogy and legal thought, the major emergence of a reflection not on
a terminology of how to judge absent knowledge in eventually culpable
or sinful voluntary actions, but on the dimensions, shape and status of
“the abyss of ignorance” as the “dark side” of knowledge within the
framework of an empiricist epistemology, does not occur prior to
Bacon, Descartes, Locke and Pascal.30 This is thus in synchrony with
the historical starting point chosen for this study. That should not
necessarily narrow the focus to the revolutions in seventeenth-century
science and cognitive philosophy. The history of ignorance may have,
in its own approach, a genealogical root in those reflections, but its
objects are far wider and more general than the history of natural
sciences. If this were not the case, the distinct shape of knowledge
gaps and ignorances within premodern administrations, politics,
religion and many other areas would be neglected.

The most basic definition of ignorance is the absence of knowledge,
so the one term seems to necessitate a good definition of the other.
Within the already broad field of a history of knowledge that has tried
to get beyond a narrow concept of a “history of science,” several
terminological debates have been conducted, for instance, about the
difference between “information” and “knowledge” as basic
categories.31 I will not enter here into the scholastic, definitional
work of distinguishing both terms: briefly, I use (non-)knowledge
instead of information to cover small pieces of information, such as
the nationality of a given ship or product in one moment, as well as
whole discourses like the Greek Church’s teaching about transubstan-
tiation. In addition to distinguishing the epistemic types, it is necessary
to see what they have in common as ideational objects.

“Nescience” then is used in the following as a synonym for uncon-
scious ignorance, when a person or a collective does even not know that
they do not know something. In contrast, “non-knowledge” is used for
the result of a specification of ignorance, that is, for the transformation
of nescience into a known unknown. Now it is known only that

30 Locke,Essay, IV, 3, § 22, 24, pp. 553, 555; Bacon,NewOrganon, Aphorism III,
p. 33; Pascal, Pensées, nr. 77, 185; Descartes, Meditationes, III, 1.

31 Burke, A social history.
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something is unknown, and perhaps how and to what extent it is
unknown; the item itself remains unknown, but the subject of non-
knowledge is aware of his ignorance. Yet another form of ignorance,
which is certainly very present in the early modern period and in our
own era, is negative knowledge and willed ignorance. This means that
one does not know something and one decides that it is not important,
not necessary or even bad and forbidden to know. Case studies within
historical agnotology have mostly concentrated on this kind of
ignorance.32 Most of the material treated in this book does not deal
with such forms of implicit or explicit censorship in a metaphorical
way. One could ask if the long-enduring, conscious state of ignorance
on the part of Europeanmerchants on amere cognitive level concerning
(many parts of) the culture of the “non-Europeans” for centuries can be
considered as something like willed ignorance. One might further
inquire to what extent the perpetuation of such willed ignorance was
functional for the very maintenance of the merchant colonies as
European proto-imperial bridgeheads in their distinctiveness from the
local environment.33

Two other distinctions are sometimes used: The first is that between
operative and epistemic non-knowledge,34 which allows us to consider
the subjects of the first chapter and those of the third and fourth
together, on the one hand by treating them as comparable, on the
other hand by distinguishing them according to their basic potential
of usability. Scientific knowledge about laws of nature and the universe
has a mainly cognitive function for most users; historical knowledge
about the roots of one’s nation or about the founder of one’s religion
typically has largely emotional and cohesive functions. Both types may
be categorized as predominantly “epistemic knowledge,” while one
may label as “operative” the knowledge that can be used in concrete
decision-making. All three (or more) functions – for description and
cognition, for stimulating cohesion and identification, for action and
decision-making – are always co-present, as the functional types of
knowledge are likewise never exclusive. Operative knowledge can
become purely epistemic, for example if an institution is shut down
and its whole body of knowledge is transformed into historical remains

32 Proctor and Schiebinger (eds.), Agnotology, especially Proctor, “Agnotology.”
33 Zwierlein, “Coexistence and ignorance.”
34 Zwierlein, “Diachrone diskontinuitäten,” 426.
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along with all the usable content about how to operate its administra-
tion. And an item of epistemic knowledge is nearly always linked to, or
transformable into, an operative one. One can reuse and re-enact
knowledge by, for instance, attributing a normative validity to it.
What is true for knowledge also applies to the other side, to ignorance,
even if it may sound strange to speak of “operative non-knowledge.”
What I mean by this term is that the specification of ignorance which
leads to non-knowledge is done with regard to a type of knowledge that
would be, if possessed, applicable and operative.

A second distinction concerns the epistemic objects and to what kind
of res one is referring. Sometimes the knowledge possessed or not
possessed concerns something presumably or really “out there,”
which can be found or understood in the Orient. These are natural
unknowns and their laws on the one hand, and unknowns about
human productions and artifacts like texts, discourses produced in
the past or contemporary Oriental context on the other. One could
call these “heteronomous unknowns.” Even if the term is not very
elegant, it serves to make clear that the object of knowledge or ignor-
ance does not belong to the sphere of the observer and does not obey
the rules the observer creates. In contrast, if the French and British
inquired as to which nation a ship at sea or a given individual on the
Mediterranean shores belonged, the unknown would not concern
something that was simply “out there” in “the Orient.” Instead,
human normative definitions such as nationality always concern some-
thing that comes only into being while one is requesting it. The national
emerges at the same time as the question is uttered and then answered:
a “nation” only starts to exist through the use of schemes of inclusion
and exclusion that compare normative ideals with empirically
unknown realities – but that unknown is, strictly speaking, unknow-
able tout court, as “the nationality” of someone is not a res just to be
found. Therefore, there are paradoxical processes of searching for
auto-referential or auto-reflexive unknowns in the Mediterranean
which do not have much to do with “the Orient” and the observation
of “the other.” The question is how the process of coping with ignor-
ance was different in both cases.

Beyond that basic terminology, several questionswill arise: first, how
can one conceive of the difference and the relationship between the
level of momentary everyday realization, statements and coping with
ignorance in the fields chosen, and that of more developed discourses
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and topical communication? This will be reflected upon with regard to
the relationship between the ongoing processing of national unknowns
and the level of different – Grotian, proto-liberalist, . . . – imperial
discourses: both are linked and influence each other, but one follows
normative rules, is ephemeral and momentary; the other evolves more
slowly and is far more detached from everyday work and decision-
making, but still serves as a general frame of thought. Another question
is that of the dominant direction of the currents engendered by the
newly emerged awareness of collective ignorance. Entanglements as
studied in the chapter on religion are apparently based on such currents
and selections of knowledge according to a given setting and obeying
the form of the specification of ignorance. The way that religious and
theological knowledge is requested and how it wanders from the West
to the East and from the East to theWest, differs significantly according
to the starting trigger and impulse and contributes during the seven-
teenth-century to the establishment and later, around 1720 to 1740, to
the erosion of an entanglement between Anglican, Jansenist and
Orthodox theologies and groups in one of the examples chosen here.
This leads, finally, to the general question of the dynamics of non-
knowledge communication and the shapes of non-knowledge cycles:
these shapes will be described and analyzed in each chapter and then
summarized and compared in the conclusion, which asks whether some
common characteristics and differences can be identified, for instance
according to the epistemic types in question, but also merely due to
specific developments in individual fields.

Disclaimers: The Author’s Ignorances

This is not a book by a French citizen or a British subject, nor is it by
someone who has biographical links to the Mediterranean. It is not
a book by a trained Ottomanist or Arabist or specialist of Greek
Orthodoxy or any other Oriental Christian theology. Instead, this is
a bookwritten by an earlymodern historian trained in central and parts
of (south-)western European and environmental history whose perso-
nal experience is the experience of ignorance – concerning, for exam-
ple, many languages spoken in the Mediterranean – who has tried to
cultivate the awareness of those ignorances as a hermeneutic prudence
regarding the object studied. This study only works toward an investi-
gation of the English and French forms of acting and perceiving in the
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Mediterranean. In so doing, and in stressing several times the existence
of an epistemic hiatus between “European” and non-Western inhabi-
tants, I do not want to reintroduce the conception of a Mediterranean
divided into a dichotomous civilizational conflict between “the West”
and “Islam,”which was the pre-Saidian state of discussion between the
Braudelian and Hessian concepts of a strongly interconnected world or
one sharply divided into two parts by an invisible border. This is not the
concern of the more general question of a history of ignorance. It is
rather the attempt to introduce a third level of reasoning into the scene
of the Mediterranean as well as to imperial histories. Beyond the long
and reiterated disputes between different macroscopic approaches –

from Braudel/Hess to Horden/Purcell – and beyond the ongoing impli-
cit or explicit forms of reciprocal discomfort between partisans of
microhistory and those of imperial and macro-history, I think an
epistemic history of Mediterranean relations and proto-imperial com-
munication is a worthwhile undertaking. The dense and different forms
of interaction between merchants, dragomen, men of politics,
European and Barbary corsairs, multiple converts in many directions,
and women and men within those places and regions should not
obfuscate the – yes, invisible borders of – ignorance that were present
in those societies, as they are, in all societies. Moreover, the macro-
historical narratives of neo-Braudelian, economic Israelian or Horden/
Purcellian stamp might gain some hermeneutic sensibility by adopting
an epistemic perspective, even if it is just to encourage awareness of
what their actors are – their nations, civilizations and the forms of
interaction – and of the fluid ground of asking, ignoring and coping
with ignorance on which the entities were built and formed. Being and
doing through ignoring, one might say. Finally, it is clear that there will
necessarily be blind spots in this book and in my own approach, as it is
impossible not to be at least partially peering through, or out of, the
shadows of nescience. This is fair enough; otherwise, no new books
would need to be written.

Disclaimers: The Author’s Ignorances 19
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Imperial Unknowns

In this major new study, the history of the French and British trading
empires in the early modern Mediterranean is used as a setting to test
a new approach to the history of ignorance: how can we understand the
very act of ignoring – in political, economic, religious, cultural and
scientific communication – as a fundamental trigger that sets knowledge
in motion? Zwierlein explores whether the Scientific Revolution between
1650 and 1750 can be understood as just one of what were in fact many
simultaneous epistemic movements and considers the role of the European
empires in this phenomenon. Deconstructing central categories like the
mercantilist “national,” the exchange of “confessions” between Western
and Eastern Christians and the bridging of cultural gaps between European
and Ottoman subjects, Zwierlein argues that understanding what was not
known by historical agents can be just as important as the history of
knowledge itself.

cornel zwierlein is Professor at the Department of History at Bochum
University, Germany. He completed his PhD in 2003 at the University of
Munich. From 2013 to 2015 he was a Fellow at the Harvard History
Department (Henkel/EU) and in 2014 a Fellow at Centre for Research in
the Arts, Social Sciences and Humanities (CRASSH) in Cambridge, UK.
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