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I have carefully read Adrian Brisku’s book Political Reform in the Ottoman and Russian Empires. 

Let me begin by stating unambiguously that I enjoyed reading it and learned a lot from it. The 

choice of Tsarist Russia and the Ottoman Empire for a comparative study may seem strange at 

first, as the first belonged to the Christian world, the latter to the Muslim world. Moreover, the two 

were at war for much of the nineteenth century. Upon reflection, however, it makes sense. Consider 

how different the outcome of the fall of Communism has been in Eastern Europe as compared to 

Russia: democracy on one side, authoritarianism on the other. Moreover, the Ottoman Empire was 

called “the sick man of Europe,” not Asia.  

Both empires fell as a consequence of war and revolution. This has led to a tendency to 

look at their nineteenth-century history as a prelude to their inevitable fall. Brisku’s refreshingly 

new take on their history rejects the teleologies implicit in the “decline and fall” paradigm and 

analyzes the two empires’ attempts to keep up with the times by reforming themselves. Much is 

made in the literature of the Ottomans’s attempt to emulate Europe, but did Peter the Great not 

attempt the same in Russia a century earlier? 

Brisku divides the nineteenth century into two parts. In the first half, roughly, the issue that 

occupied reformers’ minds was how to create a state of law, a Rechtsstaat, in which society would 

be governed by nationwide laws and institutions working according to fixed regulations. Later in 

the century, that was deemed only the first step toward achieving actual constitutional governance. 

Brisku discusses the various schemes, ideas, and policies through the lives of the key reformers: 



all bureaucrats in touch with the outside world who did not want to destroy their country but, on 

the contrary, ensure its survival. The tale is therefore one of unanticipated consequences. 

One is surprised by the multiple parallels Brisku teases out of the two states’ encounters 

with the ideas of political modernity.  This is all the more remarkable in that he makes an effort to 

understand what the statesmen were trying to do not in terms of abstract concepts applied to them 

retroactively, but in terms of what they themselves believed their ideals and desiderata were. The 

narrative is enlivened by vignettes of tsars, sultans, and bureaucrats, showing individual 

preferences and contradictions. Moreover, the two cases are not studied in isolation: wars with 

Russia played a large part in Ottoman modernization efforts, and Russia constantly meddled in 

Ottoman affairs, trying to weaken it. 

I have been asked whether the book contains material previously published. I have looked 

at those of Brisku’s writings that are available on his site on academia.edu, and generally found 

his articles to be on different topics altogether, such as Georgian and Albanian politics. The one 

exception I found is his article “Politics of Change and Stability in the Ottoman and Russian 

Empires, 1815–1914,” published in Martti Koskenniemi and Bo Stråth, eds., Europe 1815-1914: 

Crafting Community and Ordering the World (Helsinki, 2014). But if “published” means “made 

available to the public,” this book is hardly a publication. No publishing house is mentioned on 

the cover, and I could not find the volume at the library of Harvard University, the largest 

university library in the world. What’s more, I could not even find it in WorldCat, a union catalog 

that itemizes the collections of 17,900 libraries around the world. I am tempted to conclude that it 

was distributed only among the participants of the workshop on which it is based.  

 If I have any criticisms of the book, they are not related to the substance of the research but 

to the production. The publisher did not take adequate care of editing the manuscript. Even though 



I write almost all my articles and books in English, which is my third language, I make occasional 

mistakes, although I have lived in the United States for 43 years. It would be petty and unfair to 

criticize a European author who lives in continental Europe for infelicities of style or the wrong 

choice of words. Whatever shortcomings there are in the book, are exclusively the fault of the 

publishing house.  

 Let me close by stating that at my own university, a book of this quality would be sufficient 

(together with a few articles) to ensure that the author is tenured. 
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