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Professor Dr. Vaclav Horcicka
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Faculty of Arts, Charles University
Smetanovo naberezi 6

11001 Prague 1, Czech Republic

Dear Professor Horcicka:
Here is my evaluation of Adrian Brisku’s Habilitation thesis:

It was a pleasure to read Brisku’s Habilitation thesis s — Political Reform in the Ottoman
and Russian Empires (2020). This is an original work, based on Brisku’s extensive
reading and knowledge of the historiographies and sources for the two empires under
review. As Professor Brisku explains in his introduction, his major thesis is that to
understand how these two empires, perceived by opponents and critics as archaic,
managed to maintain themselves for the last century of their existence while faced with
domestic and foreign threats. Brisku’s achievement is to combine an analysis of domestic
policy with foreign policy, to see the international context as determining of the need for
reform as the domestic scene. By placing the two reforms projects in a comparative
setting, he is able to detect causes, effects, successes and failures of the two reform
projects. Both fail, ultimately, to preserve the empire, but it takes the catastrophe of a
world war to bring the two regimes down.

In what is often referred to as the “age of nationalism,” empires like the Ottoman
and Romanov were not prepared to give up and fade into history. The liberal reformers
in both empires conceived of schemes to make the empires more viable in the dynamic
and competitive European environment. In discussin g early nineteenth-century Russia
Brisku shows that bad government (e.g., the reign of the emperor Paul) can stimulate
thinking and action leading to reform, in the Russian case discussions about
constitutionalism. Mikhail Speransky, the friends of tsar Alexander I in the so-called
“Special Committee,” and the conservative Nikolai Karamzin all had views about the
nature of the Russian monarchy, how to make it legally rational and to avoid despotism.
A similar process was afoot in the Ottoman Empire under Resid Pasa.

As I read through the thesis, I realized how my own views on these subjects,
which I had investigated in earlier publications, were being reshaped and improved by
Brisku’s findings, his fluent and persuasive writing, and his tight, careful, convincing
argumentation. One of the most compelling themes in this work is the way the Concert of
Europe, or Europe as a standard of civilized behavior, played a role in both Russian and
Ottoman reform plans, not only because of European interference or intervention, but
because there were sincere reforming bureaucrats in each empire who believed that the
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rule of law, or at least regularity, was important. Although these reforms generally fell
short of true constitutionalism, in the context of those times they were significant steps
away from the dreaded idea of despotism or tyranny. Europe often dismissed Russian and
Ottoman advances toward greater legality, thinking that such peoples deserved autocracy.
But Brisku shows that there were enlightened attempts at more rational governance.

Adrian Brisku is not only intelligent, intellectually curious, subtle in his thought,
but someone knowledgeable in the history of Eastern Europe, particularly the Balkans,
Russia, the Ottoman Empire, and the Caucasus. Besides his native Albanian, his superb
English, he commands several European nlanguages as well as fluent Georgian — quite a
combination! His intellectual sharpness is enhanced by his good nature, his openness to
ideas, and a generally collegial manner. Impressive in this manuscript is the clarity of his
presentation of complex material. He is particularly skilled in writing compelling,
accessible narrative, laying out his evidence as a good historian should in the selection
and exposition of his evidence.

Adrian Brisku combines here his deep local knowledge of the two empires under
consideration with a commitment to critical scholarship. He places his stories within the
larger historiographical debates among historians. Brisku is a person who uses theory and
comparative history to enhance his empirical findings in particular histories. What is very
impressive here is that he has been able to move from a close story of small nations,
Albania and Georgia, in his first book, has embedded himself in the historiographies of
those two major empires, and illuminated a very important problem in the ability of
empires to exist when challenged by the rise of nation-states. He brings the insights of
various historiographies to bear on the subjects of his research. I enthusiastically and
without reservation recommend the fine work of this extraordinary scholar.

As a scholar who has worked in both the Ottoman and Russian fields, I can with no
hesitation and great conviction certify that this thesis of Adrian Brisku is an original
contribution to the historical literature on imperial reform projects and makes significant
new advances on our understanding of imperial Russia and the Ottoman Empire in the
nineteenth century.

Yours sincerely,

Ronald Grigor Suny

William H. Sewell, Jr., Distinguished University Professor of History
Professor of Political Science
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