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Abstract

This article introduces the concept of a “mobile boundary” in the context of
North Africa from 1881 to 1893, when various non-state actors resisted French
and Ottoman attempts to delineate an official border between Tripolitania and
Tunisia. By focusing on the activities of nomadic, tribal, and refugee
populations, this study explores how these groups created a mobile boundary,
one defined by their fluid mobility and identities and challenges to imperial
conceptions of fixed borders. It challenges prevailing narratives on the making
of the Tripolitania-Tunisia border that emphasize the cartographic diplomacy
between France and the Ottoman Empire following the establishment of the
French protectorate over Tunisia in 1881. This manuscript highlights the
mobility of various non-state actors in destabilizing imperial cartographic
conceptions of the Tripolitania-Tunisia border and the imperial attempt to
manage mobility and settlement to advance state interests. It argues that these
mobile populations continually reshaped imperial conceptions of the
Tripolitania-Tunisian border and contributed to new challenges the French
and Ottoman empires had to address. It also contends that tensions over the
border evolved into attempts to exploit the mobility of “nomads-cum-
refugees” as a destabilizing force to secure imperial interests.
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INTRODUCTION

In March 1882, shaykhs, notables, and other kin of the Ilham tribe
gathered to pen a petition in Arabic to the Ottoman sultan Abdtilhamid
II. Only ten months earlier, the Ilham tribe had sought refuge within
Ottoman Tripolitania after experiencing forced exile following the
French invasion of Tunisia in May 1881 and the subsequent signing of
the Treaty of Bardo, which marked the beginning of the French
protectorate over Tunisia. The petitioners’ requests informed the sultan
that they had abandoned hundreds of fertile farms, their fruit-bearing
trees, their two Sufi lodges (iki zaviye), and, most importantly, their
homeland (ferk-i vatan). During the invasion, the notables of the I[Tham
tribe explained, French soldiers had the advantage of using modern
long-range shooting rifles and that their own rifles were antiquated. As
a result, their kin—such as Shaykh Hamza of the Ilham tribe—were
martyred along with many other companions. In their new refuge in
Tripolitania over the last few months, the petitioners complained that
they could no longer survive in their poor state and requested
permission to return to their lands in Tunisia. They declared that the
reputation of the [lham — the tribe’s courage and strength (kudret) —was
well known throughout Tunisia, and that its members could mobilize
their kin to unite and repel the French.2 As the Ilham petitioners
demonstrated, the interimperial war for territories in North Africa
occurred not just between imperial metropoles but also on makeshift
borders, where it was carried out through the employment and
mobilization of nomadic refugee tribes.

Current historiography on the making of the Tripolitania-
Tunisia border focuses on official imperial diplomacy between France
and the Ottoman Empire following the establishment of the French
protectorate over Tunisia in 1881. These studies have concentrated on
the making of a “neutral border zone,” formal diplomatic negotiations
between imperial representatives, and legal cartographic disputes
between Ottoman and French delegations to delineate a border
between these two territories —though both sides failed to agree on
where to demarcate the border in 1893.2 Only with the Franco-Turkish
convention signed in Tripoli on 19 May 1910 did both empires finally
delimit the present-day 285-mile-long Tunisia-Libya border and end
the three-decade-long quarrel over the contested towns in the north at
Ajdir and in the south at Nalut and Ghadames.* While scholarship has



30 Fredrick Walter Lorenz

framed the late nineteenth-century Ottoman-French diplomatic
negotiations as a failure, sparse consideration has been given to the
non-state actors who also participated in this process. Under such an
understanding, non-state actors played a marginal role in the
stabilization and destabilization of this North African territory.

This article introduces an alternative perspective to the conflict
over the Tripolitania-Tunisia border focused on the power of mobility
and settlement. It does so by conceptualizing this region
interconnecting Tripolitania and Tunisia as a “mobile boundary.” As
Samuel Dolbee has argued in the context of the Jazira, Ottoman
authorities and nomadic groups engaged one another in an
“ambiguous place” such as a desert, where “the language of mobility
and ethnicity blurred” and where moving groups manipulated borders
and the environment to create a “locus of disorder.”? In a similar vein,
Isa Blumi has stated that the margins of the Ottoman Empire — Albania
and southern Yemen —were not frontiers nor are usefully understood
as borderlands, but in the post-Tanzimat period (1876-1909), they were
the forefront of the struggle of the late nineteenth-century Ottoman
Empire to manage its “human and natural resources.” In turn, these
two lands, much like the territories of Tripolitania and Tunisia, were
“inhabited by populations who comfortably fused multiple
associations that blur[red] any lines of distinction used by historians or
theorists of identity.”¢

The article’s framework underscores this region’s mobile
boundary wherein Ottoman imperial authorities, much like French
authorities, needed to account for local agents and their “fluidity of
action” to understand these changing conceptions of territory and
responses to the imposition of a border. In the lands connecting
Tripolitania to Tunisia, mobile groups of nomadic and tribal
federations in the Regency of Tunis blurred power in the margins and
transcended Ottoman and French attempts to create territorial limits
framed by imperial functionaries. While acknowledging the decision-
making apparatus of imperial powers, my analysis of a mobile
boundary accounts for the actions of non-state actors—various
nomadic, tribal, and refugee populations—whose frequent
autonomous movements across and within Tripolitania and Tunisia
undermined imperial conceptions of fixed borders and forced empires
to take their resistance into consideration. In this manner, this article
argues that from 1881 to 1893 the mobile boundary between
Tripolitania and Tunisia was defined less by state authority and more
by non-state actors who worked with and against imperial efforts to
create a fixed border. It further reveals the way in which empires and
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non-state actors were in a constant state of friction over what borders
meant in the context of the interimperial race of the late nineteenth
century. It exemplifies the idea that imperial stratagems could be
efficiently or inefficiently planned and yet face challenges from below.

Engaging scholarship that has treated migrants and refugees as
significant non-state actors presents mobility and settlement as a
window to underscore the multifaceted processes of state making in
the late nineteenth century. In his examination of the border region
between France and Spain, Peter Sahlins demonstrated that the making
of border regions included the participation of a wide variety of
historical actors who reconfigured cartographic conceptions and the
markings of borders.” Likewise, the fact that many migrants and
refugees self-identified and were recognized by the Ottoman
government as muhacir gave them a privileged status that demarcated
their loyalty to the Ottoman sultan.8 The most important attributes of
the muhacir were their productivity and acceptance of Ottoman
subjecthood in exchange for land, privilege, and invaluable exemptions
from taxes and conscription. When considering the populations from
the North Caucasus, this imperial categorization of muhacir extended
throughout settlements in Anatolia and the Mashriq, constructing what
one historian has called “an empire of refugees.”?

What remains distinctive in this article’s case study is the
systematic effort of the Ottoman state to transform Tunisian nomadic
and tribal populations considered by authorities to be “nomads”
(Tunus urbani) into “refugee-settlers” (Tunus muhacirleri).10 In this vein,
the term muhacir—the imperial government’s loyal refugee, settler,
colonist, sentry, and agriculturist—was a transformative nineteenth-
century Ottoman classification. It has been often associated with
populations settled in Anatolia and Greater Syria from the Balkans and
the Caucasus but settlement of muhacir populations in North Africa is
yet to be explored at length.1? What is notable in the North African
context is the categorical attempt by Ottoman officials stationed in
Tripolitania to classify these nomadic and tribal populations as loyal
muhacirler and obscure the continuous tensions between state and non-
state actors concerning local identities and loyalties.

Far from the ideal and loyal subjects the Ottoman state sought
to incorporate in the empire, these mobile groups of Tunisians are
better conceptualized as “nomads-cum-refugees” who had their own
local conceptions of loyalty and authority and proceeded to either
support the imperial government or undermine its designs to settle
them.12 While those who settled and declared their loyalty had
accepted the Ottoman state’s terms of being a muhacir, Ottoman
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officials categorized those on the move as “nomads” (urban) along with
specifying particular acts that emphasized them as “uncivilized”
because of undertakings that included conducting “raids” and
“pillaging” that discursively fueled Ottoman conceptions of banditry
and nomadism (bedeviyet).’* This article contends that the various
nomadic, tribal, and refugee populations in Tunisia and Tripolitania
are better understood to occupy an interstitial legal category, a fluid
typology between “nomad” and “refugee” who traversed the lands
between Tripolitania and Tunisia wherein, at times, they abided by
Ottoman settlement policies and, at other times, objected to the
imperial expectations that came with these legal political
classifications. In this manner, these various populations founded a
mobile boundary that undermined border making and did not fit the
rigid framework that other scholars have argued to fulfill the terms of
the muhacir. Instead, their agency permitted them to reside in and move
about autonomously in a space that constituted the make-shift
boundaries between French-occupied Tunisia and Ottoman
Tripolitania. This introduces a new perspective to understanding not
only the movements and actions of these populations but also the
shifting meanings of urban and muhacir in this North African context.
The various nomadic, tribal, and refugee populations in Tunisia and
Tripolitania blurred Ottoman imperial expectations vis-a-vis the notion
of the ideal muhacir, which in turn made it difficult for Ottoman
authorities to draw a clear line between who was a loyal ally and who
was an opponent. Thus, these populations, as nomads-cum-refugees,
possessed a liminal existence, expressed fluid identities, and had the
choice to maintain loyalty to their own tribes and federation, and
selectively determine their allegiances to the Ottomans or the French.

The Ottoman Empire’s goals of settling and integrating nomads
were driven by a dual focus: territorial expansion and ensuring security
of that territory. Yet, the shifting interests and agency of non-state
actors constantly reshaped those priorities through negotiations over
settlement. In the context of Algeria, while the French were deeply
entrenched in carrying out military expansionism and settler
colonialism, their imperial plans to continue such settlement policies in
Tunisia, and perhaps Tripolitania, depended on the success of
controlling tribal populations and maintaining security in southern
Tunisia.’* Meanwhile, late nineteenth-century Ottoman authorities in
North Africa needed to prioritize settlement to provide security against
nomadic populations, support the Sublime Porte’s goals of expanding
into the Chad Basin, and to create settler colonies to transform
Cyrenaica into what Ottoman military commanders called the “Second
Egypt” —a commercial and agricultural center aimed to rival other
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imperial powers in the Mediterranean Sea.!> Likewise, the combination
of the Ottoman Land Code of 1858, the Provincial Reform Law of 1864,
and the reconfiguration of administrative, social, and urban spaces had
bolstered the presence of the central administration and limited the
autonomy and mobility of nomadic tribes.l6 In light of these
developments, Ottoman authorities in other territories possessed an
evolving relationship with various nomadic and tribal populations
who strived to maintain autonomous interests, yet piggybacked on the
benefits that could be obtained through imperial reform and intrigue.1?

Given that migration, settlement, and empire making were
interrelated in the late nineteenth-century geopolitical realm of
boundary making, this article examines the making of a mobile
boundary between Tripolitania and Tunisia in three parts. First, it
situates this development within a broader Ottoman and geopolitical
context to account for the importance of mobility and settlement within
late nineteenth-century North Africa. Second, it discusses how the
mobility of various nomadic, tribal, and refugee populations
constituted an interimperial issue that destabilized imperial
conceptions of the Tripolitania-Tunisia border. Third, it elucidates how
Ottoman imperial authorities attempted to control mobility through
settlement in order to advance imperial interests in delineating a
makeshift border. In short, mobility presented a dilemma: it was a
substantial benefit to those on the move and those empires who gained
from the movement, but, at the same time, a detriment to empires that
sought to maintain stability and security in a territory wherein
migration and those who migrated presented a challenge that rivaled
imperial interests.

A (UN)CIVILIZED SPACE OF NOMADISM IN OTTOMAN LIBYA
Upon reestablishing direct administrative control over Tripolitania in
1835, the Ottoman government had attempted to implement various
stratagems to manage what it identified as various nomadic
communities of what is today’s western and eastern Libya. For one, the
Ottomans inherited the administrative structures founded during the
century-long rule of the Karamanli Dynasty in Tripoli and faced new
challenges in 1835 when authorities attempted to safeguard imperial
interests against regional power brokers. Local indigenous resistance
led by the Mahammid notable, Ghuma al-Mahmudi, prevented the
Ottomans from swiftly conquering the coastal plain of the Jafara and
the Jabal Nafusa until Ghuma was killed in 1856.18 The next phases of
state building in Tripolitania came in the 1860s, with administrative
reforms that introduced an Ottoman imperial framework to control the
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local semi-nomadic and settled population: an Ottoman criminal and
civil judicial system, taxation, conscription, a postal system, telegraph
line, and the creation of administrative districts.l® Despite these new
infrastructural developments, tribal confederations and their notables
were non-state actors who safeguarded local interests by continuing to
direct regional political economies in the interior where Ottoman
control had reached its limit.20

With the defeat of the Ottoman Empire in the Ottoman-Russo
War of 1877-1878, the Congress of Berlin and subsequent “Scramble for
Africa” set forth the ground rules for the European acquisition of
colonies and exploitation of land, labor, and resources. Among these
rules was the sovereign claim to so-called empty land —an assertion
that sanctioned the implementation of a variety of violent and coercive
measures to expropriate territory from indigenous populations.2!
These imperial measures included forced displacement of indigenous
inhabitants, assimilation policies, a civilizing mission to eliminate the
“savage” nature of those inhabitants, and their replacement with “ideal
settlers.”22 As European imperial powers began their race for these
“empty” territories, the Ottomans entered this competitive
interimperial rivalry by signing the Treaty of Berlin and thus making
the empire a participant in the acquisition of African colonies.??
Ottoman authorities had already begun to employ refugees and
migrants from the Crimea and the Caucasus in the eastern
Mediterranean for a variety of means. One such goal was to transform
the ecology of the Anatolian frontier of Cilicia for agricultural
production and cash crop profits.2¢ Likewise, Ottoman functionaries
conceived of the vast territory from western Tripolitania to Egypt as
empty land (arazi-i haliye), even though nomadic tribes used the land
seasonally.?> The indigenous nomadic presence within North Africa,
however, had challenged Ottoman goals of readily transforming these
lands into a fruit-bearing, and, more importantly, a profit-bearing
space.26

In the mid-nineteenth century, an Ottoman discourse reshaped
how civil servants and other imperial functionaries viewed nomadic
populations” productivity and recategorized them according to class,
ethnicity, and religion. The discourse itself was a colonial one that
distinguished the other in Ottoman society and differentiated those
“who live in a state of nomadism and savagery” from settled, tax-
paying populations.?” Moreover, it provided a discursive framework to
subordinate populations living in so-called “backward peripheries.”28
In fact, the mobility of nomadic pastoralists and their communities
frustrated Ottoman officials who commented that “the nomads never
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stop moving and keep following the path that leads them to where it
rains (nuzul-1 matar).”2° Such phrases connoted that “nomads” rejected
imperial stratagems of settlement and maintained their own
autonomous movements and interests, which complicated measures
meant to “civilize” them. Such movements demonstrated that these
populations on the move had no immediate interest in conforming to
imperial conceptions and policies of land ownership and usage. This
led to tensions between Ottoman and local notions of proper land use
and the question of who exactly would benefit from its cultivation.
Furthermore, these tensions also presented another layer of obstacles
to strengthen defensive positions in Tripolitania, the target of which
both the French and Italians coveted during the Scramble for Africa.3

Population movements throughout North Africa made
mobility a significant factor in undermining imperial political authority
and complicated matters when determining specific borders and
boundaries. Possessing local knowledge of seasonal rains and fertile
agricultural lands, nomadic and tribal populations demonstrated their
navigational mastery through mobile agriculture, animal husbandry,
and raiding along the coastlines and interior. This knowledge in
combination with ties of kinship offered these populations their own
sense of autonomy. Far from a one-size-fits-all category, nomadic and
tribal populations were complex political amalgamations that were the
byproduct of the creation and spread of Islam in North Africa. They
were at once enmeshed in Islamic state craft and empire building and
established decentralized zones of sovereignty, which challenged the
authority of the Ottoman Empire. These North African Muslims also
shared similar social and political formations that permitted for a
supra-tribal and integrative zone manifested within the region’s many
Sufi lodges (zawaya).3! As local powerbrokers, they and their
representatives’ consultation with Ottoman officials configured and
reconfigured official state understandings of a boundary. Such
consultations between state and non-state actors who resided between
Cyrenaica and Egypt helped facilitate territorial delineation of an
eastern Libyan border for Ottoman, Egyptian, and Italian officials.?2
Similarly, in the French context, the disputes between local nomadic
communities and French civilian and military administrators shaped
designs of making and re-making the border between Algeria and
Tunisia.3?

Taking into account the late Ottoman context and its
distinctions between nomads (urban) and refugee-settlers (muhacir) as
categories for mobile populations in North Africa situates the late
nineteenth-century efforts to establish a Tripolitania-Tunisia border
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within a broader framework of mobility, settlement, and state-
building. As nomads-cum-refugees, their roles, as will be shown,
contributed to either the stabilization or destabilization of imperial
processes at the local level. While the French and the Ottomans
disputed cartographic boundaries, it was this mobile opposition or
support that defined the contours over which such conversations were
had.

“NOMANDS-CUM-REFUGEES”: = THE = NORTH  AFRICAN
MIGRATION CRISIS OF THE 1880S

In April 1881, France invaded Tunisia on the pretext that members of
the Khmir tribe in northwest Tunisia threatened France’s interests in
neighboring Algeria. What began as a French military force of 36,000
soldiers to pursue recalcitrant nomadic tribes across the Algeria-
Tunisia border ended with France’s military occupation of Tunisia, the
signing of the Treaty of Bardo in May 1881, and the establishment of a
French protectorate over Tunisia. This military maneuver completed
France’s plans to take Tunisia— plans that had been brewing since the
Congress of Berlin in 1878 —and marked France’s participation in the
Scramble for Africa.*

The subsequent bombardment of coastline ports and military
actions against uprisings in northern Tunisia led to the mass
movements of tens of thousands of tribes and displaced local
inhabitants southward towards Tripolitania. Although the French
considered these mobile populations “Tunisian insurgents” and
“military or religious agitators,” local Ottoman authorities in
Tripolitania accepted and categorized these displaced populations of
local tribes and communities as refugees (muhacirler), the goal of which
was to transform them into productive settlers and loyal Ottoman
subjects. Far from being a homogenous population, these Tunisian
refugees (Tunus muhacirleri) consisted of members from various
federations of tribes and communities that operated along the
coastlines and interior of Tunisia. According to Ottoman estimates, the
number of refugees who sought refuge in neighboring Tripolitania in
1881 amounted to 250,000 individuals.3?> These men, women, and
children were in fact members of the Matmata, Warghamma, Hamama,
Jalass, and Naffat tribes among others whose participation in the
uprisings against the French or forced displacement had now pushed
them to seek refuge under Ottoman protection.36

The movement of tens of thousands of refugees had a
significant impact on both Ottoman and French regional security and
efforts to consolidate territory. French authorities prioritized pursuing
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these mobile populations to halt their resistance efforts and control
their movements in other areas of Tunisia in the interest of security.?”
Moreover, French authorities needed to address any insurrectionist
actions immediately because they prevented France’s goals of settling
its own colonists in southern Tunisia.?® Some of the French colonists
consisted of former French officers such as Mr. Duplessis, who had
been awarded a concession by the Consul General of France in Tunisia
to dig up esparto grass in the mountainous region of southeastern
Tunisia. What Mr. Duplessis quickly learned was that he could neither
exploit the mountains nor begin his colonizing operations. Local
resistance drove him out and caused him to renounce his right to these
territories.?® These local acts of resistance prompted the steady
mobilization of French military forces and their relentless movement
southward.40 In turn, they not only established an armed sphere of
French influence but also drove these same nomadic, tribal, and
refugee populations into Ottoman territories.*!

For Ottoman authorities, the primary concern was maintaining
security within the province of Tripolitania. In the 1880s and
continuing into the early twentieth century, Ottoman authorities had
begun to implement plans to establish the “Second Egypt” in
Cyrenaica, east of Tripolitania, that culminated with the settlement of
large numbers of Cretan Muslim settlers to expand agriculturally and
militarily.4#2 This decision supplanted any proposals to employ
indigenous populations as it was primarily informed by the discourse
of the productive and loyal muhacir—the antithesis of how Ottoman
authorities described nomads (urban) and even some local inhabitants
(ahali) of Cyrenaica. These plans included not only settling but also
arming refugee-settlers (muhacir) to operate as auxiliaries and
encouraging them to reinforce imperial troops in defense against
recalcitrant members of the Sanusi order. In western Tripolitania,
Ottoman interests included blocking French military encroachment
into Ottoman lands and preventing intertribal violence amongst those
who sought Ottoman protection.*3

This new challenge of maintaining the integrity of Tripolitania
and managing a large population of Tunisian refugees exposed
Ottoman officials and military officers to a variety of military
vulnerabilities. First, Ottoman officials had to account for their lack of
defense on the front facing Tunisia over land and the frequent arrival
of French military reinforcements that bolstered French claims to have
sovereignty in the western regions of Tripolitania surrounding Zuwara
among other cities.** Second, the Ottomans lacked an adequate naval
presence in the region to successfully repel French warships that
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threatened and even attacked Ottoman military fortifications in the
port of Tobruk in eastern Cyrenaica.#5 Now with the added
administrative and fiscal burden of managing large populations of
Tunisian refugees, the French invasion of Tunisia forced Ottoman
officials to execute new administrative and military-oriented reform
policies in Tripolitania in an attempt to safeguard the empire’s
remaining interests in North Africa.

The great number of nomadic tribes seeking refuge in Ottoman
lands introduced new tensions over access to land and its resources.
The French invasion of Tunisia had exacerbated tribal rivalries that
carried over into Ottoman territories. First was the friction between two
notable tribes—the Warghamma of Tunisia and the Nuwa'il of
Tripolitania —that now competed over the monopolization of limited
space and resources.* In their homelands in Tunisia the Warghamma
(Figure 1), a confederation of four tribes, cultivated and stored grain,
corn, and other vital cash crops in arable lands, Saharan pastures, and
numerous villages, but now they sought other markets to control and
exploit.#” Before the French invasion, the confederation had enjoyed
autonomy, demanded tributes from local tribes, and carried out
caravan guard duties and tax collection of other tribes on behalf of the
Tunisian beys.#8 More specifically, the Warghamma had previously
controlled approximately 3,000 square kilometers in southern Tunisia
by means of their armed horsemen and were seeking to establish their
local operations outside of their homelands in Tripolitania.#® The
French hoped to capitalize on the displacement of the Warghamma by
propagating a message of friendship to smaller neighboring tribes
informing them that they did not have to endure any longer the “harsh
tutelage of the Warghamma” and had been freed of their
“oppressors.”>0 Local shaykhs and even Ottoman authorities of the
Ministry of Finance grew concerned that the presence of the
Warghamma tribe within the province of Tripolitania left local semi-
nomadic inhabitants and tribes of Tripolitania vulnerable to their
growing sphere of influence and possibility of conducting violent raids.



A Mobile Boundary 39

sebfa
SUD DE LA TUNISIE

Hinéraire

\ e
dela Mission Scientifique Lacliclieal D Nonastie
en 188% ==

LEGENDE

Sidi

<%

Sebki X

i 5\{)".llulunh’u
=

el Hani =

cHOTT
H EL RHARSA

a° g0 »

Figure 1: Map of Tunisia highlighting the region the Warghamma
(Ouerghemma) controlled relative to neighboring tribes. (Annales de 1’Ecole
nationale d’agriculture de Montpellier, vol. 3 [Montpellier, FR: Ecole nationale
d’agriculture, 1888])

In exchange for offering the Warghamma refugees the status of
muhacir and one year tax exemption after being permitted to settle in
Ottoman lands, Ottoman authorities had envisaged that members of
the Warghamma tribe would eventually transform into loyal Ottoman
subjects and settlers to the extent that they would pay taxes —the sum
of which were estimated by officials to amount to approximately
110,000 kurush annually.5? However, these imperial plans for
settlement accomplished little in terms of tax collection and provided
impetus for the Warghamma to set their sights on the livestock and
crops of neighboring tribes in Jabal al-Gharbi.>2 In particular, the
Warghamma targeted the Siy‘an tribe whose own attempts to settle
from Tunisia into the village of Hawd within Jabal al-Gharbi left them
and their cash crops of barley exposed to Warghamma raids.>* Ottoman
officials considered the mobility of the Warghamma as a threat to any
kind of “preventative boundary” (bir sedd-i mumaniyet) and a violation
of the expected activities that came with the category of settled
muhacir.5* Yet, the Ottoman state continued to treat the Warghamma as
muhacir even though they did not serve the purpose of the policies
associated with settlement. Given that the Warghamma consisted of a
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large federation of tribes in the region, Ottoman authorities could not
carry out the practical matter of distinguishing who they called
“bandits” (eskiya) amongst the tens of thousands of Warghamma-
affiliated refugees —a lack of local level intelligence that prevented any
kind of specific policing. Their frequent movements and raids stifled
Ottoman goals to exert control over the expansive territory extending
from Tripolitania to Tunisia. Moreover, their fluid movement
demonstrated that their pre-existing local knowledge of the land and
its inhabitants had enabled them to use mobility to their advantage
countering any imperial modes of preventative violence. By seeking
refuge in Tripolitania, the Warghamma enjoyed and expressed a
newfound local power by controlling the production and flow of
goods, livestock, and people through their greater numbers and
effective ability on horseback.

MOBILIZED TRIBES, TRANSREGIONAL MOVEMENTS

In the immediate years after the French invasion, Ottoman authorities
in Tripolitania attempted to consolidate relationships with certain
tribes, some affiliated with the Warghamma, to cultivate stronger ties
between these mobile communities and the local imperial government.
One tactic was to reward the leaders of tribes and the local settled
population (ahali) who supported them with ceremonial medals and
sustenance —both of which constituted a means to cement their ties to
the Ottoman sultan and local authorities.5> The promotion of certain
shaykhs to high-ranking positions in Ottoman local governance
comprised a strategy to win over certain tribal elites and encourage
them to conduct war on other ungovernable tribes.5¢ In this vein, these
imperial-local relationships catalyzed the mobilization of loyal tribes
against the French as the French military continued to amass its troops,
equipment, and artillery in the southeast of Tunisia—actions that were
seen as transgressions on Ottoman territory.5” Likewise, Ottoman-led
efforts to win over local Tunisian nomadic tribes such as medal-giving
remained a means to prevent these tribes, now resettled in lands
between Tripolitania and Tunisia, to act against Ottoman interests.

The imperial anxiety with cultivating stronger relationships
with tribal leaders was not unfounded, as resettled tribes had kept their
weapons. Incentivizing loyal chiefs to lay down their arms in exchange
for medals was meant to shift the relationship between state and
would-be-subject. Instead, the acts that followed this exchange ran
contrary to imperial authorities” assumptions that the granting of
medals to these local elites signaled a sign of commitment or display of
allegiance between the two parties. Tribal shaykhs had in fact sold their
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Ottoman medals to obtain up-to-date firearms and ammunition to help
reequip themselves and purchase horses for compatriots who
participated in raids against local villages.?? Other shaykhs who
possessed medals also became targets for raids as the medals they
carried were locally circulating currency used to purchase goods and
arms.®0

Large numbers of armed, mounted nomads-cum-refugees from
a mixed conglomerate of tribes in their constant raids against settled
populations had instead created a mobile boundary, a blurred zone of
movement and identity, from Zuwara on the northern coastline to
Ghadames located near the modern southern crossroads of Algeria,
Libya, and Tunisia. Moreover, in times when they experienced pursuit
by Ottoman authorities, they used their mastery of horsemanship to
enter Tunisia not only to evade the Ottoman military but also to
outmaneuver French authorities who could not keep up with them.6!
This frustrated imperial authorities and brought about further French
and Ottoman military mobilizations to address border disputes.®2 In
turn, armed nomads-cum-refugees demonstrated their power by
continuing to raid villages along the lands between Tripolitania and
Tunisia.

For Ottoman officials, the blame fell on the tribes of the
Warghamma federation who openly used Tripolitania as the base of
operations that extended into the interior of Tunisia. Numerous
Warghamma members had participated in armed raids and had
continued to benefit from their status of being refugees —the result of
which violated the ideal embodiment of the Muslim muhacir among
Ottoman authorities. The complexity of dealing with such a large
federation of tribes such as the Warghamma led Ottoman authorities
to settle some Warghamma members far west of Tripolitania in Biban
so as to prevent further clashes between neighboring villages and to
stop any immediate French transgressions from the north.63 This
strategy meant curbing destructive Warghamma operations in the east
of Tripolitania and putting them in a position of employing their raids
in the west to interrupt French interests.

Yet, there were some other Warghamma tribal members whom
Ottoman authorities had deemed loyal. These Warghamma members
had upheld state-initiated goals of settling in designated lands and
conducting agriculture. More importantly, they maintained the ideal
notion of being a muhacir — the meaning of which coincided with them
also possessing “patriotism” (muhabbet-i vatan).¢4# What this
demarcation did was split the Warghamma federation into two or more
competing factions over Ottoman patronage. Additionally, Ottoman
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authorities in Tripolitania had reinforced other tribes such as the
Mahamid tribe in Zuwara with firearms and issued tax exemptions to
alleviate any tax burden resulting from Warghamma raids.®> Yet, the
attempted tactic of splitting the Warghamma federation had only
fomented new bonds between the Warghamma and other tribes —the
mobilization of which exacerbated local insecurity and any attempts to
maintain a sense of sovereignty in the region.s¢ For imperial powers,
the resilience and agency of these non-state actors complicated efforts
of authorities to delineate boundaries and make sense of these blurred
identities and shifting loyalties. In such a way, these mobile groups not
only asserted and redefined their autonomy over this contested space
but also their fluid movements and identities contributed to the
creation of a mobile boundary that effectively undermined imperial
attempts to regulate the region and its communities.

AMNESTY AND MOBILIZATION

In 1884, the French government extended amnesty to the Tunisian
tribes and refugees who had fled to Tripolitania three years earlier. One
of the reasons for the amnesty was to reduce the amount of danger to
French interests and expel the large population of Tunisians as far
away as possible from Tripolitania.t” The danger to French interests in
Tunisia was exacerbated less than a year later with the British defeat at
Khartoum to the Sudanese Mahdi’s followers. Circulating reports
conveyed that Tripolitania was “overrun” by the Mahdi’s emissaries
and this external danger had pressured French authorities to grant an
extended three-month window of amnesty to Tunisian refugees.®
While the French viewed those who returned to Tunisia as accepting
French authority, those who willingly stayed in Tripolitania were
categorized as “rebels.”®® According to French reports, approximately
118,000 Tunisians had returned to their homelands, leaving
approximately 130,000 refugees within Tripolitania.”0 Accounting for
the lingering danger of having a large concentration of armed
horsemen circulating between Tripolitania and Tunisia, French
authorities had envisioned this amnesty as part of a greater
implementation to clear out the zone of “insurgents” and future
obstructions to French expansionist plans. However, amnesty had the
opposite effect on the Warghamma. Granting amnesty had given the
tribal federation a means to have sanctuary within their own territories
in Tunisia (Figure 2) and establish a base of operations to launch
continual horseback raids across the border and deep within
Tripolitania.”!
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Ksar~Beni-Barka — Tribu des Ouderna

F. Soler, phot.-édit., Tunis

Figure 2: Late nineteenth-century postcard of Ksar-Beni-Barka—one of the
Warghamma federation’s outposts in Tunisia. (Collection of the author)

The federation’s smallest tribe consisted of 35,000 members whose
mobility allowed them to continue their operations of surveying,
raiding, and controlling the region between southern Tunisia to
territories within Tripolitania.”2 These territorial skirmishes were
indicative of the difficulty of upholding imperial sovereignty, as
neither the Ottomans nor the French had sufficient regional influence
to maintain active security in these areas.

In fact, the Warghamma had unwittingly played into French
designs to ensure that the regions of Zuwara and Nalut (Figure 3) were
not under Ottoman sovereignty. These two towns in Tripolitania were
at once frequented and controlled by the Warghamma and, at the same
time, supported French claims that they belonged to French-occupied
Tunisia.” In such a way, the mobile boundary, composed of constant
in-and-out movements and waves of raids conducted by the
Warghamma, had exposed a severe vulnerability in Ottoman regional
governance. These towns and their surroundings were left unprotected
by the Ottoman military, lacked the necessary infrastructure to
showcase Ottoman effective occupation, and, more importantly, failed
to sustain a sufficiently large population to support imperial claims
that they were “settled” Ottoman territories. In the context of the
Scramble for Africa, these two towns embodied the characteristics of a
region understood under imperial consensus as being unoccupied or
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“empty.” Warghamma activities had exposed fundamental
vulnerabilities that left these territories susceptible to French
occupation and legitimate annexation to Tunisia. Due to the mobile
boundary, the French had the means to declare the land unsettled and
uncivilized — purportedly fueled by “banditry” and “savagery” — and
justify France’s “civilized” occupation. In the global context of the
Scramble for Africa, these competing disputes concerning the
cartographies of empire between the French and the Ottomans invoked
a projection of imagined fiscal and administrative control over a porous
region that at once was believed to be occupied by nomadic
communities and refugees but possessed an undefined imperial status.
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Figure 3: Ottoman map illustrating the major cities separating the lands
between Tripolitania and Tunisia. (BOA, HRT.h. 647 [29 Zilhicce 1307 (16
August 1890)])

OTTOMANS REDIRECTING MOBILITY: EFFECTIVE OCCUPATION
THROUGH MILITARIZED SETTLER COLONIES

In face of these developments that occurred with the increased
presence of the Warghamma tribe, the Ottoman response to the French
threat and Warghamma raids was two-fold. First, Ottoman authorities
drew up plans to establish a visible and physical presence of Ottoman
sovereignty within the western territories of Tripolitania. These new
designs (Figure 4) consisted of building stationary, walled citadels or
military outposts along the path leading from Zuwara to Ghadames.”
For all intents and purposes, these numerous citadels not only
projected Ottoman military might but also embodied an immobile
imperial architecture to all gazing upon it. These outposts made
inhabitants constantly aware of the Ottoman imperial presence in the
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region through the display of Ottoman troops, imperial insignias, flags,
and walled administrative structures.”> These citadels also provided
the necessary structures to house battalions of Ottoman infantry and
cavalry in defense of the region from the Warghamma, its tribal allies,
and the French.”6 As a projection of military might and the civilizing
influences that the Ottomans spread, these citadels were more than
military establishments, but a physical manifestation of sovereignty
and imperial control.
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Figure 4: Blueprint of one of the many planned Ottoman outposts designed to
delimit the Tripolitania-Tunisia borderland. (BOA, Y.PRK.A, 5-54 [20
Cemazeyilevvel 1307 (12 January 1890)])
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Next, Ottoman authorities turned their attention to bolstering
local infrastructure and recruiting local inhabitants to strengthen the
empire’s appearance of effective occupation. This support came in the
form of providing modern firearms and sufficient ammunition to
settled local inhabitants (ahali) who resided in the villages between
Tripolitania and Tunisia to help fight against the Warghamma tribe.””
Frequent attacks by the Warghamma on the settled populations of
western Tripolitania had affected their capability to carry out local
agricultural production and exportation of valuable cash crop
commodities to the Tripolitanian coast. The commander of the
Ottoman military (serasker) in Tripoli and the Ottoman High Court of
Justice (meclis-i vala) had specifically designated the towns of Zuwara,
Nalut, and Jadu as critical regions in need of defense.”® As a defensive
measure, Ottoman authorities sent 10,000 Snider rifles to inhabitants
residing in these territories and armed 200 to 300 locals in each town
deemed at risk of banditry or invasion.” These measures constituted a
means for the Ottoman government in Tripoli to exert pressure on the
Warghamma to stem the amount of raiding and murders that were
understood by authorities as continuing “ancient habits of the tribes.”80
This new Ottoman auxiliary force composed of locally armed villagers
and farmers supported imperial plans to extend the Ottoman military
wall to include surrounding villages that introduced a defensive
network—an attempt to solidify what was flourishing as a mobile
boundary.

Ensuring that these developments were positive additions to
the local security of the region, the town of Zuwara came under
scrutiny with an official visit by Commander Osman Pasha (ferik).
Osman Pasha had arrived at Zuwara with an entourage of 150
horsemen composed of nomads (urban), shaykhs (mesayih), and
notables (muteberan).8! After a local display of horseback competition
and celebration, these visitors along with other inhabitants of Zuwara
prayed for the sultan publicly and acknowledged their loyalty. Next,
Osman Pasha saw to their firearm training (silah talimi) and noted the
strongpoints and vulnerabilities of this specific town.s2 Rather than pay
due attention to the Sahara, which he noted was always a vulnerable
point for invasion, Osman Pasha drew attention to the sea and
vulnerability of the town to coastal attack by the French and Italians.83
The lack of a port at Zuwara, he argued, necessitated new measures for
defense to close the gap from Zuwara to Crete thus extending the zone
of Tripolitania to the waters of the eastern Mediterranean.8* The
combination of Ottoman troops, local auxiliary formations, and
warships presented a solution to enclose the region and answer for
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what the commander deemed as a “perceptible” (a¢k) vulnerability to
losing sovereignty in the region.

Now, Ottoman attempts to create a preventative boundary
from Zuwara to Ghadames presented a heightened Ottoman military
presence along a makeshift borderland. This preventative boundary
helped authorities police “natives” and stop them from conducting
insurgent activities just as they satisfied the global implications set
forth by the Scramble for Africa of settling empty lands through
effective military occupation. With the armed occupation of fertile
lands, date trees, and access to water, impairing mobility through
military settlement founded a more effective Ottoman countermeasure
to the mobile boundary engendered by the Warghamma and other
tribes.8> While more than 100,000 Tunisians had previously returned to
Tunisia, the Ottoman government in Tripoli still maintained
responsibility for caring for tens of thousands more Tunisian refugees
who resided in the province. To prevent the formation of a possible
insurgency, these remaining refugees were scattered and settled across
the territory to show that the lands were now settled and populated
with purportedly loyal “Ottomans.” Rasim Pasha, the governor of
Tripoli at the time, reinforced this settlement policy by sending
battalions of Ottoman soldiers along with Tunisian refugees to
establish settler colonies in Ghadames, Ghat, and other regions that
were in danger of French invasion or Warghamma raids.8¢

The Ottoman central government and the provincial
government in Tripoli essentially filled in the gaps where regions
deemed “empty” by French authorities were now occupied with
Ottoman military personnel, armed locals, and tens of thousands of
refugee settlers. The establishment of numerous settler colonies of
Tunisian refugees frustrated French claims to areas along western
Tripolitania that were deemed Tunisian. Likewise, these new settler
colonies created a defensive buffer against attacks coming from the
Warghamma federation and its allies. What effectively began as a
mobile boundary —lands fluidly traversed by various nomadic, tribal,
and refugee populations on the move—slowly transformed into a
borderland that was delineated by Ottoman military citadels, armed
locals, and refugee-settler colonies. The citadels were not only a
defensive bastion protecting the Ottomans from outside forces but also
served against those tribes who raided from the inside giving the
conception of a dotted border (hattifasil) extending north to south.s”
More so, the employment of refugees in agriculture and their
protection by local garrisons gave the appearance of populated and
industriously working settler colonies. While still under the threat by
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the Warghamma, the now occupied gaps within the Tripolitania-
Tunisia borderland helped limit French interference and gave some
assurance to imperial officials that such infrastructural adjustments
produced recognizable aspects of what delineated a valid claim to a
border.

By 1893, as Ottoman and French committee members failed to
reach an agreement on the Tripolitania-Tunisia border, Ottoman
authorities were already deliberating its demarcation. The Grand
Vizier and representatives of every ministry had come to a consensus
that the border (hattifasil) fell indeed where the citadels and Tunisian
refugee settlements were created just a few years earlier.88 This plan to
determine the location of the border was strongly connected to
Ottoman responses to Warghamma mobility, the mobile boundary
between Tripolitania and Tunisia, and Tunisian refugee settlement—
all of which continued to frustrate interimperial cartographic plans
until 1910. While the French rejected Ottoman schematics of a border,
the significant ramifications of more than a decade’s worth of caring
for, fending off, and eventually employing tribal federations and
refugees had played a constitutive role in shaping and redefining
Ottoman and French imperial conceptions of the Tripolitania-Tunisian
border.8?

CONCLUSION

This study of how the shifting dynamics and interactions of various
nomadic, tribal, and refugee populations actively reconfigured
imperial cartographic conceptions of the Tripolitania-Tunisia border
reveals the multifaceted responses of non-state actors to imperial
expansionism and attempts at territorial control. By considering the
agency and mobility of these groups, it underscores how their fluid
identities and localized forms of resistance created a mobile boundary
and disrupted imperial visions of order, leading to a nuanced interplay
of adaptation, confrontation, and negotiation. By focusing on mobility
in the late Ottoman Empire and the making of a mobile boundary in
North Africa, it articulates the key role that population movements
played in the making, remaking, and unmaking of the Tripolitania-
Tunisia borderland from 1881 until 1893. The French invasion of
Tunisia in 1881 may have caused the displacement of hundreds of
thousands of Tunisians, but the specific way in which Tunisian
“nomads-cum-refugees” created a mobile boundary and resisted
imperial cartographic schemes in the late nineteenth century highlights
their role in stifling and even shaping state-centered agendas. Ottoman
authorities aimed to transform tribal communities like the
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Warghamma into loyal refugee-settlers (muhacir), hoping that a
“settled” population of Tunisians would solidify Ottoman claims to the
border region, in accordance with contemporary ideas of international
law. However, the Warghamma, deprived of their livelihoods and land
in Tunisia, engaged in various forms of economic and political violence
in Ottoman Tripolitania, particularly targeting communities in the
mobile boundary.

Late nineteenth-century federations such as the Warghamma
constituted an amalgamated assortment of local interests that at once
adapted and rejected Ottoman categorizations of the refugee-settler
(muhacir) and the nomad (urban). For those who refused settlement,
they maintained their own local autonomy albeit within Ottoman-
French “occupied” lands. The nomad-cum-refugee, a designation and
combination that ran contrary to administrative Ottoman conceptions
of the muhacir, constituted the central force that exacerbated imperial
tensions over creating a static border because of their divided loyalties,
skeptical acculturation to Ottoman-French subjecthood, and local
conceptions of loyalty. These nomads-cum-refugees augmented
imperial authorities” anxieties because of their navigational mastery,
horseback movement, and knowledge and monopolization of the land.

This article advances the scholarly conversation about refugees,
tribal mobility, and state-making in the late Ottoman Empire, during a
time of intensifying interimperial competition. Its attention to North
Africa extends the scope of the field that has focused, especially among
Ottomanists, disproportionately on Caucasian migrants, Anatolia, and
the Mashriq. More importantly, this article inserts the Tripolitania-
Tunisia mobile boundary into a wider scope of scholarship about
mobility, settlement, migration, and sovereignty in the late imperial
context. By situating North Africa within this broader discourse, it not
only addresses a significant gap in the existing literature but also
redefines the scope of refugee and migration studies by highlighting
the region’s pivotal role in shaping global patterns of displacement and
movement. In doing so, it challenges prevailing frameworks and calls
for a more nuanced understanding of the entangled histories of
migration, refugeedom, and statecraft. This analysis not only urges a
reconsideration of the regional complexities that underline migration
flows but also paves the way for future scholarship to explore the often-
overlooked intersection of local agency, imperial control, and
transregional mobility, thus expanding the theoretical and empirical
horizons of the field.
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