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the perspective of those working on the fifteenth through seventeenth 
centuries. In short, Simms has written a thoughtful and exciting book, 
but one that invites qualification and debate. That invites the pressing 
question of how best to tackle big-picture questions. My suggestion is, 
by embracing doubt and qualifications.

jeremy black
University of Exeter

The Arabs of the Ottoman Empire, 1516–1918: A Social and Cultural 
History. By bruce masters. New York: Cambridge University 
Press, 2013. 261 pp. $85.00 (cloth); $29.99 (paper).

During its lifespan of about six centuries, the Ottoman Empire ruled 
a multitude of distinctive ethnic and religious groups living in fairly 
different geographical settings and conditions. Historians of the Otto-
man Empire have become increasingly interested in the ways these 
groups were integrated into and were exploited within the imperial 
system. In The Arabs of the Ottoman Empire, Bruce Masters explores the 
conditions Arabs experienced under the Ottoman Empire in the period 
1516–1918, with special emphasis on the nature of ties that connected 
the subject population with the ruling class and on those that linked 
various individuals and groups within the ruling class to the dynasty. 
The book contributes to empire studies in general and to studies of 
center-periphery relations in the Ottoman Empire in particular. 

Masters takes “all those who speak Arabic as their mother tongue” 
as Arabs (p. 14) and examines their experience under Ottoman rule 
in two distinct time frames: the early modern period (1516–1798) and 
the modern period (1798–1918). In the former, Ottoman sovereignty 
was gradually imposed, routinized, legitimized, and as a consequence 
embraced by the majority of Arabs. In the latter, the deep-rooted 
relationship between the dynasty and its Arab subjects was first shat-
tered (1798–1840), then reestablished (1839–1908), and finally ended 
(1908–1918).

Masters underlines the role of Islam in establishing the legitimacy of 
Ottoman rule in the eyes of Arabs. Considering that the Ottoman state 
ensured the unity and continuity of Sunni Islam and the realization 
of its ideals, namely sharia, Arab Muslims offered their wholehearted 
loyalty to the Ottoman dynasty. In contrast to subject populations in 
the Balkan lands, whose majority comprised non-Muslims, Arabs saw 
themselves not as an “occupied people” but as collaborators in the 
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imperial project. Masters’s emphasis on the role of Islam in ensuring 
the loyalty of Arab subjects of the Ottoman Empire is perceptive and 
is substantiated by references to the statements of several Sunni Arabs. 
However, it fails to explain the political allegiance (or lack thereof) of 
non-Muslim Arabs, whose experience under Ottoman rule the author 
chooses to disregard in this book. 

Masters provides interesting observations about Arabs’ view of 
the Ottoman caliphate. “Arab writers before the nineteenth century 
never conceded the title of caliph to the Ottoman sultans. For them, 
the title was simply not transferrable to someone who was not of the 
Prophet’s tribe” (p. 54). In the Arabs’ view, the Ottomans ruled legiti-
mately because they could claim authority with reference to the insti-
tution of sultanate, which had existed since the eleventh century. As 
Sunni Arab scholars, such as Ibn ‘Abidin and ‘Abd al-Razzaq al-Bitar, 
recognized the Ottomans as caliphs in the nineteenth century, they 
divided the caliphate into the “greater” caliphate of the early caliphs 
and the “lesser” caliphate of the Ottomans. In this context, bearing in 
mind that the works of H. A. R. Gibb, Colin Imber, Hüseyin Yılmaz, 
and Özgür Kavak have shown that beginning in the sixteenth cen-
tury, the Ottoman sultans assumed the title of caliph and commis-
sioned several authors to provide justification for this, I believe that 
inquiring further into the discrepancy between the imperial court and 
the Arab lands in their perceptions of the Ottoman caliphate can 
provide intriguing insights into the dissemination and reception of 
the imperial ideology, as well as into center-periphery relations in the 
Otto man Empire.

Masters dedicates significant space to the changes in the nature 
and personnel of the Ottoman administration from the sixteenth to 
the eighteenth century. While “professional” bureaucrats headed pro-
vincial administrations in the sixteenth century, “self-made men” who 
“pledged their loyalty to the House of Osman but did not emerge from 
its retinue” (p. 39) began to emerge as governors in the eighteenth 
century. In addition, the author suggests that scholars revise the influ-
ential concept of the “politics of notables,” a phrase coined by Albert 
Hourani to describe the decentralized nature of Ottoman political deci-
sion making and administration in the eighteenth century. According 
to Masters, the term “notable” (ayan) designated families with aristo-
cratic pretensions. Although it is valid as a social category, it cannot 
serve to distinguish politically influential groups and individuals in the 
Arab lands. Indeed, Masters contends, the evidence suggests that in the 
Arab lands in the period under study, having the notable status did not 
guarantee political influence, as notable families could occasionally be 
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excluded from government. On the other hand, some non-ayan indi-
viduals participated in and influenced provincial politics during the 
same period. In the context of the decentralization of Ottoman admin-
istration and politics, Masters points out that the judges continued to 
be appointed from the center—that is, from among the “professional” 
class of scholars—to positions in the Arab provinces until the end of 
the empire. Significant though this development might be, Masters 
does not explore its details or interpret its significance for the nature of 
the Ottoman administration in the period of decentralization. 

Regarding the cultural and intellectual developments in Arab lands 
during the early modern period, Masters takes a gloomy view and seems 
to have subscribed to the old orientalist decline paradigm: “generally 
the production of both literary and scientific works in Arabic was in 
decline after 1258. That trend toward mediocrity only accelerated in 
the Ottoman centuries” (p. 108). Recent studies by Peter Gran, Nasir 
‘Abd ‘Allah ‘Uthman, and Khalid El-Rouayheb have presented evi-
dence that Arab scholars under Ottoman rule were actively engaged 
in contemporary debates and trends and that they continued to inno-
vate. However, it is clear that additional in-depth studies are needed to 
change this deeply rooted but outdated view of the intellectual situa-
tion in Arab lands during the Ottoman period. 

The Arabs of the Ottoman Empire is a useful and timely contribution 
to the historical scholarship by one of the leading experts in Otto-
man studies. It can superbly serve as a textbook in survey courses, as it 
includes concise background information about particular periods and 
themes, as well as information about local variations within the Arab 
lands and comparisons of those regions with other parts of the empire. 
In addition, it will appeal to experts in Ottoman history, Mediterra-
nean history, and world history, as it presents new research and novel 
interpretations. 

abdurrahman atçil
Istanbul Şehir University

The Sugar Trade: Brazil, Portugal, and the Netherlands, 1595–1630. 
By daniel strum. Rio de Janeiro: Versal Editores, 2013. 564 pp. 
$100.00 (cloth).

Daniel Strum has provided us with a thoroughly researched and 
lavishly illustrated study of the sugar trade in Brazil, Portugal, and the 
Netherlands during the momentous years between 1595 and 1630 


