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CORNEL ZWIERLEIN, Imperial Unknowns: The French and Brit ish in
the Mediterranean, 1650–1750 (Cambridge: Cambridge University
Press, 2016), 412 pp. ISBN 978 1 107 16644 8. £64.99

This book is a highly ambitious, complex, challenging, and genuine
attempt at engaging with interdisciplinary developments within the
investigation of the ‘history of ignorance(s) in late medieval and early
modern times’. Cornel Zwierlein proposes this approach as an alter-
native to the more traditional ‘empire and science’ historiography,
focused on ‘the infrastructure, aims and impacts of knowledge accu-
mulation’. Zwierlein’s volume aims instead to ‘shift the focus to the
other side of knowledge—its absence—and therefore to the enduring
relationship between ignorance and knowledge’ (all p. 1). This is a
project which Cornel Zwierlein has been pursuing for some time. In
this volume he develops his analysis through an interesting compar-
ative discussion of the intellectual discourses on ‘ignorance’ in Eng -
land/Britain and France, and on how these fostered and interacted
with actual political strategies and actions on the ground.
The stated goal of the volume is to see how ‘these imperial actors

cope with the multiple forms of ignorance within the four epistemic
fields of politics and economics, religion, general knowledge and his-
tory of the Levant region, and science’ (pp. 1–2). The argument is
then developed in four corresponding sections tracing developments
in France and England between the mid seventeenth and mid eigh-
teenth century, a period when Zwierlein argues there was a substan-
tial change of approach towards confronting ‘ignorance’.
The first section, dedicated to political economy, especially on the

French side of the narrative displays a remarkable level of erudition,
and a very careful reading of the contemporary intellectual debates on
these issues. Still, it is not particularly convincing in analytical terms
as it meanders and does not properly contextualize some of the argu-
ments developed. It is probably just a reflection of the present renais-
sance of early modern Mediterranean history, which makes it hard to
keep up with the literature, that some crucial recent studies are
ignored in this analysis. This is a shame, as taking them into account
would have strengthened the volume and avoided some outdated
generalizations on the organization of English trade in the Levant. 
Zwierlein’s development of the ‘history of ignorance’ interpreta-

tive framework is a kind of approach that necessarily limits the scope
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to governmental/institutional upper echelons (p. 198), which is per-
fectly fine, and fully in line with the final goal of the volume of pre-
senting the French and English/British empires as agents of institu-
tional action towards ‘ignorance’. However, this type of analysis by
its own nature does not allow an investigation of those ‘everyday
cognitive processing phenomena’ (p. 83) which are stated as the aim
of this section’s attempt to trace the birth and development of the con-
cept of ‘national’. Furthermore, the nuanced and detailed analysis of
the genealogy of legal arguments going back to the Middle Ages, and
the way authorities shaped the development of the medieval and
early modern debate on dominium maris should delineate, in his word-
ing, how ‘those different textual interpretations and semantics served
to nationalize the concept of sea use and shipping itself’ (p. 101). But
here the argument is not developed in a convincing manner, in part
due to the frequently convoluted writing style, and in part because
the topic is in itself massive and has generated an equivalently daunt-
ing literature which is not fully taken into account here.
A good example is the section on Venice. The legal discussion of

the Venetian maritime empire is followed only through the eyes of
the ‘civilists’ (e.g. p. 98). Moreover, the author does not engage with
the literature on Venice (including Filippo De Vivo’s sharp synthesis
of Venice and the Adriatic1) and thus ignores how the peculiarities of
its constitution and legal framework shaped its imperial form.
Another good example of this negligence is Frederic Lane’s discus-
sion of ‘protection costs’,2 which would have better supported both
Zwierlein’s general discussion of transaction costs at the beginning of
the first section (p. 36), and his considerations on the interconnected-
ness of maritime and naval issues, a strong topos within French his-
toriography, which only now is emerging in relation to the study of
England (pp. 103–4).
The sections which follow are all substantially stronger. The one

on ‘religion’ convincingly connects theological debates in the West
with those in the East, arguing both for the importance of biases of
observation in the evaluation of their reporting, and also for their
impact on focusing observers’ and scholars’ interests, and in some
1 Filippo de Vivo, ‘Historical Justifications of Venetian Power in the Adri at -
ic’, Journal of the History of Ideas, 64/2 (2003), 159–76.
2 See e.g. Frederic C. Lane, Profits From Power: Readings in Protection Rent and
Violence Controlling Enterprises (Albany, NY, 1979).



cases fostering policy development and sharing communications
across different national channels (p. 127). Particularly interesting are
those pages dedicated to the French consular network’s activities in
protecting Catholicism in the Levant, and their role in reflecting and
embodying religious and political disputes at home. Here the com-
parison with their English equivalent works particularly well, and
Zwierlein’s distinctive analytical perspective provides real insights
especially within the religious–political sphere, where the author
highlights the strong connection of the French consular network with
the Crown, whilst religious divisions in England shaped consular
activities in a rather different way (p. 179). 
Equally stimulating is the section on ‘history’, which is particu-

larly well suited to allow the argument on retracing the history of
ignorance to emerge powerfully from Zwierlein’s retracing of the
large chronological gaps in French and English narratives of the
Levant. This section, and the nature of the evidence here analysed,
also allows him properly to highlight the ‘divide between the practi-
cal culture of the consular network . . . and the academic culture of
Orientalists’ (p. 198), in this way effectively discussing that ‘everyday
cognitive processing’ which was somewhat missing in the first sec-
tion. Here the author’s argument of the impact of administrative
practices on the ‘perception and production of “History” ’ (p. 233) is
strong and convincing, although ideally these developments within
the Anglo-French worlds would have been contextualized within the
general contemporary changes in the production of ‘histories’, a
Eurasian cultural phenomenon throughout the entire early modern
period, which has produced a wealth of stimulating studies precise-
ly on the engagement of bureaucrats and intellectuals with the pro-
duction of new histories in both Christian and Muslim countries.
It is most fitting that the concluding section is the one dedicated

to ‘science’, where Zwierlein’s approach was originally conceived,
and the spectre of Thomas Kuhn looms large. As the author himself
acknowledges, the methodological structure of the book ‘resembles a
universalising of an approach more common within the narrower
field of “empire and science”’ (p. 255). Here the analysis is developed
through effective use of case studies, especially the riveting narrative
of the search for the ‘petrified city’ and its connection with the devel-
opment of cartography. In the concluding chapters, the non-linear
way in which a scientific approach slowly develops is effectively con-
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veyed, as Zwierlein openly confronts the ‘disturbing co-presence of
highly efficient Enlightenment instrumental science with a compara-
tive speculative method that endeavoured to bring unwritten history
to light from the traditions and collective memory of “the people” ’
(p. 304). 
Throughout the text there is an attempt at categorizing neatly

both fields of ignorance/knowledge and governmental attitudes—
regarding the latter, for example, on protectionism/’free trade’—
which betrays a very contemporary view, whilst in the concluding
chapter the view is much more nuanced, and one wonders whether
the conclusion would not have been better positioned as an intro-
duction instead. Here, directly confronting the limits of the system
theory he employed in the text (p. 300) strengthens the author’s argu-
ment. Bringing together the different strands of his analysis,
Zwierlein builds a convincing argument on how ‘(non-) knowledge
was processed and how it was the European demand for scientific
knowledge and curiosities that created the story rather than the other
way around—that it was the European encounter with the story that
created a demand for further investigation’ (p. 305). It is to be hoped
that this will stimulate a debate to delineate further the boundaries of
the ‘knowledge/non-knowledge/nescience’ distinctions here devel-
oped, and which are certainly worthy of continuing investigation.
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