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ABSTRACT: The Ottoman State captured North African lands such as Algeria, Libya and Tunisia in the
16t century. Tunisia, which was conquered in 1574 lost Ottoman rule in 1881 when it was occupied
by France. Due to the great territorial losses suffered by the Ottoman State in the 19% century, millions
of Muslims living in Europe, Africa, Crimea and the Caucasus had to leave their lands and take refuge
within the shrinking borders of Ottoman territory. After Tunisia came under the rule of France, some
of the Muslims migrated from Tunisia in order to settle in the lands that remained under Ottoman
rule. The Ottoman government, which sent some of the Tunisian immigrants to settle in Syria at the
eastern end of the Mediterranean, made great efforts to supply their nutrition and to provide for their
shelter and settlement. Tunisian immigrants have taken their place in the ethnic formation history of
Syria, which already has a high demographic diversity.
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L INSEDIAMENTO DEGLI IMMIGRATI TUNISIANI IN SIRIA ALLINIZIO DEL XX SECOLO
SECONDO DOCUMENTI D’ARCHIVIO OTTOMANO

SOMMARIO: Lo Stato ottomano conquisto terre nordafricane come Algeria, Libia e Tunisia nel XVI
secolo. La Tunisia, conquistata nel 1574, perse il dominio ottomano nel 1881 quando fu occu-
pata dalla Francia. A causa delle grandi perdite territoriali subite dallo Stato ottomano nel XIX
secolo, milioni di musulmani che vivevano in Europa, Africa, Crimea e Caucaso dovettero la-
sciare le loro terre e rifugiarsi all’interno dei sempre piu stretti confini del territorio ottomano.
Dopo che la Tunisia passo sotto il dominio della Francia, alcuni musulmani emigrarono dalla
Tunisia per stabilirsi nelle terre rimaste sotto il dominio ottomano. Il governo ottomano, che ha
inviato alcuni degli immigrati tunisini a stabilirsi in Siria all’estremita orientale del Mediterraneo,
ha compiuto grandi sforzi per fornire loro nutrimento e provvedere al loro riparo e insediamento.
Gli immigrati tunisini hanno preso il loro posto nella storia della formazione etnica della Siria,
che presenta gia un’elevata diversita demografica.

PAROLE CHIAVE: Migrazione, insediamento, Impero Ottomano, Tunisia, Siria

Introduction

This study contributes to the existing literature on the social, eco-
nomic and demographic history of Syria from the perspective of immigra-
tion policies during the late Ottoman era. The settlement of Tunisian im-
migrants coming to Syria in early 20t century is investigated in this
study. The study employed documentary material from the Ottoman Ar-
chives concerning the settlement policy including the housing, nourish-
ment and safety of the Tunisian immigrants coming to Syria and has re-
sulted in important findings. Migrations from Tunisia, located on the
southern shore of the Mediterranean, to Syria on the eastern shore of the
Mediterranean made Syria an even more socially and economically
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cosmopolitan region. Syria, where the social and ethnic conflicts still con-
tinue to happen,; is being affected by the demographic structure that took
shape during the Ottoman period. In the 19th century, immigrants with
different ethnic and national identities from various countries were set-
tled in Syria, which was already a diverse region comprising many cul-
tures and ethnicities. By the early 20t century, this diverse structure
also included immigrants from Tunisia. Before the Ottoman retreat from
the region, the social structure of Syria was already shaped. With these
aspects, this study, which will reveal a cross-section of the social and
economic history of Syria, aims to contribute to the existing literature on
the history of migration and settlement.

There are a number of studies about the migrations that have shaped
the social structure of Tunisia and Syria under the Ottoman rule. The
most important of these are: Chatty (2017), Karpat (2010), Amara
(2019), Maksudoglu (1986), Saylan (2017), Tas (2000) and Toprak
(2012). Although these studies are on migration activities in Syria and
other Mediterranean regions under Ottoman rule, it is necessary to ex-
amine the settlement of the Berber community in Syria as a separate
study. The sources of this study are 21 archived documents issued by
the Ottoman state and the secondary sources which are also evaluated.
These documents contain a wide variety of information concerning ref-
ugee immigrants from Tunisia in Syria including historical records of
sending refugee immigrants to other regions for various reasons, ex-
penses for the completion of housing, precautions taken against the
precarious conditions refugee immigrants found due to delayed settle-
ment. It is hoped this study will contribute to further understanding of
the social, economic and demographic history of Syria, a Middle Eastern
country that is today a hot spot for social and political conflicts. The
historical basis of the problems in this context of the refugee immigra-
tion issue and the place of this resettlement in Syrian history provides
answers and is extremely important for the history of Syria, as the issue
of immigration is itself extremely important for understanding the his-
torical basis of the current problems and their solution.

This study is divided into 3 sections: first Tunisia under the Otto-
man rule; second Syria as an important settlement area for refugees
is examined; and third information and analysis concerning the set-
tlement and accommodation process of refugee Tunisians in Syria.

Tunisia under the Ottoman Rule
Tunisia borders the Mediterranean to the north, Libya to the east

and Algeria to the west. According to the records, the first inhabitants
of these lands, which have an important position in Mediterranean
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domination and trade between Africa and Europe, were communities
from West Asia and Europe. Later, Berbers began to settle in the re-
gion. The region became a commercial center when the Phoenicians
settled here. The Romans, who dominated the region with the defeat
of the Carthaginians in the Punic War, made Tunisia the center of
their North African lands. The arrival of Muslims in Tunisia in 647
followed the period of Vandals and Byzantine domination!. Muslim Ar-
abs succeeded in capturing this region, which they called “Ifrikiya”, in
6492. Thus, Tunisia was introduced to Islam in the 7t century due to
the Muslim occupation. From the 7t century onwards, Islam spread
rapidly in the region, and with the immigration of Andalusian Muslims
to Tunisia, the number of Muslims increased.

In the 16th century, the Ottoman State was interested in the South-
ern Mediterranean coasts, when the Hafsis ruled in Libya and Tunisia,
and the Beni Mezganne tribe, Zeyyaniler and Sa’di people were domi-
nant in Algeriad. Meanwhile the Spanish branch of the Habsburgs was
the greatest rival to the Ottomans in the Mediterranean. The main rea-
son behind the Ottoman Empire’s policies on the Mediterranean was
to protect its coasts and its dominance in the Eastern Mediterranean.
The reason that brought Spain into conflict with the Ottoman Empire
was the damage caused by Turkish pirates in North Africa to the Span-
ish coasts and to maritime trade*. The Spanish occupation of Tunisia
as a base, meant a serious threat to the Ottoman Empire.

The determined policies of the Ottoman State to seize Tunisia were
realized only in 1569 as a result of the activities of the Algerian Governor
and Admiral Kili¢ Ali Pasha’. However, on October 7, 1573 Tunisia was
recaptured by Spain®. After all these waves of conflicts, the Ottoman
navy, which completed its preparations to completely capture Tunisia?,

1 Z. Erginsoy, Kuzey Afrika'da Osmanli-Habsburg Mticadelesinin Sonu; 1574 Tunus
Seferi, «Bilge Internsational Journal of Social Research», 3:1 (2019), p. 27.

2 F. Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World in the Age of Philip II,
University of California Press, London, 1995, p. 82; A. Adigtizel, Hz. Osman Déneminde
(24-35/644-656) Fetihler, «Journal of Oriental Scientific Research», 11:3 (2019), p. 1186.

3 S. Hizmetli, Osmanli Yonetimi Déneminde Tunus ve Cezayir’in Egitim ve Ktiltir Ta-
rihine Genel Bir Bakis, «Ankara Universitesi [lahiyat Fakiltesi Dergisi», 32 (1991), p. 1;
A. Kavas, Osmanli Devleti’ni Kuzey Afrika’da Kalicilastiran Sefer: Tunus Savast (1574),
«Istanbul Medeniyet Universitesi Siyasal Bilgiler Faktiltesi Dergisi», 1:1 (2016), p. 7.

4 Z. Erginsoy, Osmanli-Habsburg Mticadelesinin Sonu cit., p. 27.

5 S.H. Ozkan, XVIII. Yiizyiin Baslaninda Kuzey Afrika, «Avrasya Ettidleri», 40:2
(2011), p. 289; S. V. Toprak, Osmanlt Yonetiminde Kuzey Afrika: Garp Ocaklar, «Tur-
kiyat Mecmuasw, 22 (2012), p. 231.

6 Z. Erginsoy, Osmanli-Habsburg Mticadelesinin Sonu cit., p. 30.

7 E. Naki, 1574 Tunus Seferi Sonrast Ispanya-Osmanl fliskileri ve Osmanlt Saraymn-
daki Gayri Resmi Mtizakereci Jaime de Losada, «Journal of Eurasian Inquires», VII:1
(2018), p. 57; Z. Erginsoy, Osmanli-Habsburg Mticadelesinin Sonu cit., p. 31.
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set out from Istanbul on May 15, 15748. The Ottoman navy, which
entered the Tunisian Gulf on July 119, conquered Tunisia on August
24, 1574 at the end of a 33-day war!0.

While the local powers of the region, which had a say in the Tuni-
sian lands, maintained their status, the Ottoman State appointed the
beylerbeyi here and received taxes every year!l. In Tunisia, which has
a striking unique place among the Ottoman provinces, two dynasties
that imposed semi-independence on the Ottoman administration and
enabled power to pass from father to son!2.

Tunisia and its neighbouring countries, which had very weak ties
with the Ottoman Empire, came under the influence of Italy and
France in the 19th century. When France captured Algeria in 1830,
the Muslims living there took refuge in the Ottoman regency?!3. This
conquest of France was an important development in terms of Medi-
terranean geopolitics!4 and its continuation was inevitable. France,
which captured Algeria, turned its attention to Tunisia and occupied
it in 188115, Sadik Bey, who ruled the region as Tunisian Governor
since 1859, signed an agreement with the French on 12 May 1881 and
accepted French sovereignty!e.

After the invasion, France turned its attention to the Tunisia-Libya
line due to the rebellion that started in Southern Tunisia at the begin-
ning of July 1881 and spread to the whole of Southern and Central
Tunisia in a short period of time. The French was in acquaintance with
the uprisings in Tunisia. In 1864 there was an uprising that affected
French citizens against the doubling of taxes and the compulsory re-
cruitment of soldiers!?. Although France intervened in the uprising in
1881 by sending considerable forces, it could not ensure security in
Tunisia. In the face of the harsh intervention and occupation of
France, more than 200,000 Tunisians consisting of various tribes had

8 A. Kavas, Osmanlt Devleti’ni Kuzey Afrika’da cit., p. 28.

9 F. Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World cit., p. 325.

10 N. Jorga, Osmanl Imparatorlugu Tarihi III, Yeditepe Publishing, Istanbul, 2005, p.
142; A. Kavas, Osmanli Devleti’ni Kuzey Afrika’da cit., p. 34;

11 N. Jorga, Osmanli Imparatorlugu cit., p. 143.

12 R, Mantran, Osmanli Imparatorlugu Tarihi I, Adam Publishing, Istanbul, 1992, p.
500; A. Kavas, Osmanli Devleti’ni Kuzey Afrika’da cit., p. 37.

13 A.M. Planel, Les ressortissants de la protection consulaire francaise en pays mu-
sulman Le cas des Algériens de Tunisie sous le Second Empire, «<Madrid mélanges de la

Casa de Velazquezs», 51:1 (2021), p. 139.

14 N. Amara, Faire la France en Algérie: émigration algérienne, mésusages du nom et
conflits de nationalités dans le monde: de la chute d’Alger aux années 1930, unpublished
PhD thesis, Université Panthéon-Sorbonne, 2019, p. 6.

15 S.V. Toprak, Osmanli Yénetiminde Kuzey Afrika cit., pp. 232-233.

16 M. Maksudoglu, Tunus’un Osmanlt Devletinden Ayrilmast, «<Marmara Universitesi
Ilahiyat Faktiltesi Dergisi», 4 (1986), pp. 168-169.

17 A.M. Planel, Les ressortissants de la protection consulaire cit., p. 141.
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to migrate to Libya. The aim of those immigrants who took refuge in
Tripoli was not to settle there permanently, but to return when the
conditions were suitable!s.

An Important Settlement Region: Syria

Syria, which is at the eastern end of the Mediterranean and in a
key position for the dominance of the Middle East, has been an im-
portant settlement area since prehistoric times. Syria, the last stop
between the desert and the sea, has been an important place where
many elements of civilization, religions, alphabet and various arts
were transmitted to the Mediterranean world!°. The arrival of the Ot-
tomans in Syria occurred in the Seljuk period. Syria came under Ot-
toman rule with the Mercidabik War in 151620. With the conquest of
Egypt as well as Syria, the Ottoman State expanded the scope of its
Eastern Mediterranean strategy?2!.

Examining the 19t century demographic structure of Syria, where
many immigrants were settled during the Ottoman period, shows that
the majority of the population were Muslim. For example, in 1867,
99,436 of the 115,377 households in Aleppo Province, one of the most
important cities in the Syrian region, were Muslim, 1,544 were Chris-
tians and 724 were Jews. In other words, 85.8% of the populations of
Aleppo Province were Muslim?2.

The Muslims living in the lands that the Ottoman State had lost in
the 19th century had abandoned their homes. Because the Muslims
living in the territory of the nation states established in Europe were
either expelled or fled due to their ethnic and religious identities?23.
Since this situation continued until the collapse of the Ottoman State,
the shortage of land to accommodate the immigrants was an im-
portant problem for the Ottoman state. As the migrations of refugees
increased, it became difficult to find land to accommodate the incom-
ing masses. Therefore, after Anatolia and the Balkans, the resettle-

18 M. Sititi, Tunus’un Fransizlar Tarafindan Isgali Karsisinda Osmanl: Siyaseti (1878-
1888), unpublished PhD thesis, Istanbul University, 2008, p. 166.

19 F. Braudel, The Mediterranean and the Mediterranean World cit., p. 161.

20 K.Z. Tas, Suriye’nin (Sam) Osmanlt Hakimiyetindeki Idari Yapisi, «Tarih Incele-
meleri Dergisi», 15:1 (2000), p. 77.

21 E.S. Gurkan, Osmanl-Habsburg Rekabeti Cercevesinde Osmanlilarin XVI.
Yiizyuldaki Akdeniz Siyaseti, in Osmanli D6nemi Akdeniz Diinyast, H. Coruh, M. Y. Ertas,
M. Z. Koése, (eds.), Yeditepe Publishing, Istanbul, 2011, p. 19.

22 Osmanli Belgelerinde Halep, ed. T. Koltuk, Union of Turkish World Municipalities,
Istanbul, 2018, p. 42.

23 D. Chatty, Syria the Making and Unmaking of a Refugee State, Oxford University
Press, New York, 2017, p. 19.
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ment areas spread over a wide area, including Iraq, Syria, Cyprus, the
Aegean Islands, Libya, Bosnia and loannina24. The Ottoman State’s
lack of land on which to settle immigrants in Anatolia in the 19th cen-
tury made Syria an important settlement center as Syria had a low
population density?25. For this reason, the Ottoman government had to
settle millions of refugee immigrants in Syria and AnatoliaZ2e6.

The Ottoman State, which began the resettlement process in the
Syrian region, focused primarily on those places where water re-
sources were located in order to settle the immigrants. For this pur-
pose, the vacant lands in the cities of Syrian Province such as Beirut,
Damascus, Aleppo, Raqqa, Havran, Haifa and Palestine were deter-
mined as the settlement areas?’. The Muslim Immigrant Commission
(Muhacirin-i Islamiye Komisyonu) carried out the settlement and the
subsistence for the refugee immigrants who would settle in these
lands. The Commission, while dealing with the accommodation and
settlement of immigrants who came to Syria, tried to provide them
with opportunities such as land and housing allocation, education,
tax exemption and the provision of agricultural equipment?s.

Ottoman archival sources on the immigrants from North Africa show
that Syria was one of the places where Muslims from Algeria, Tunisia and
Morocco took refuge in the last quarter of the 19t century and the begin-
ning of the 20t century. Cities that hosted refugees were: Beirut, Tripoli,
Damascus, Hama, Aleppo, and Raqqa?®. It should also be noted here that
there was immigration not only to Syria but also to the New World from
Algeria and Tunisia. More importantly, since the 1860s, there was a sig-
nificant flow of immigrants from Syria and certain Ottoman lands to the
New World. Of course, it can be said that among the main factors in these
migration movements were the political and economic turmoil that af-
fected the Ottoman Empire in the 19th century?3°.

The immigrants who were resettled in Syria experienced problems
with local populations. The people of the region regarded these new
arrivals as an economic burden for them and cultural differences

24 A. Saydam, Kinm ve Kafkasya’dan Yapian Gécler ve Osmanli Iskan Siyaseti (1856-
1876), «Osmanlw, 4 (1999), p. 683.

25 0. Kizilkaya, T. Akay, Kafkasya Muhacirlerinin Suriye Vilayeti'ne Iskani ve
Karsilasilan Zorluklar, «Turkish Studies-International Periodical for the Languages», 8:2
(2013), p. 140.

26 D. Chatty, Syria cit., p. 19.

27 0. Kizilkaya, T. Akay, Kafkasya Muhacirlerinin Suriye cit., p. 142.

28 K. Saylan, Suriye Vilayeti'ne Gé¢ Eden Kafkas Muhacirlerinin Iskan ve lase Me-
selesi, in Gegmisten Guintimtize Go¢ I, ed. O. Kose, Canik Municipality Cultural Publica-
tions, Samsun, 2017, p. 438.

29 E. Tagbas, Halifenin Gélgesine Siginanlar: Gé¢ler ve Muhacirin-i Islamiye Komisy-
onu, Berikan Publishing, Ankara, 2017, p. 305.

30 N. Amara, Faire la France en Algérie cit., p. 257
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caused problems. Some of the lands given to the resettled immigrants
were lands used by the local people, which resulted into unrest and
conflict. The Bedouins, who generally lived a tribal life and were a
closed society, did not easily accept the immigrants3!. For example,
the Hawran region, which is an important settlement region of Damas-
cus Province, was one of the places where the Bedouins and other
indigenous communities frequently attacked these immigrants32. This
was not the only problem created by the resettlement of immigrants in
Syria. It is also known that other states, due to conflicting interests,
frequently intervened in Ottoman settlement policies. Russia was op-
posed to the Ottoman settlement policies because of their being con-
troversial to Russian interests on East Anatolia. Because of this, Rus-
sia wanted Circassians to resettled in Central Anatolia and Syria. On
the contrary, Italy, France and England opposed the settlements of
refugee immigrants in Syria, Beirut and Palestine33.

Resettlement and Provisioning of Tunisian Immigrants in Syria

The first and most important problems for the immigrants, the
main actors in the process, were the resettlement procedures. If an
immigrant settles on a land, this would be the new homeland of the
immigrant and they would be able to start his economic activities as
soon as possible to continue their life. However, in the second half of
the 19t century and the beginning of the 20t century, it was quite
difficult for the Ottoman State, which faced the problem of immigra-
tion not only in Syria, but across the whole of Ottoman territory, to
quickly finalize settlement processes. The reasons for this were eco-
nomic problems, disruptions in the coordination of local administra-
tors and the central government, the large number of immigrants and
finding suitable land. The following examples, which are reflected in
the Ottoman documents, show that the government experienced great
difficulties as in other regions in the settlement of immigrants in Syria.

Syria was one of the significant resettlement places. However, at
the end of the 19th century, the a scantiness of land due to the inten-
sity of the immigrants were commenced. At the end of 1894, the Syrian
governorship was asked how many of the immigrants were not settled,

31 O. Kizilkaya, T. Akay, Kafkasya Muhacirlerinin Suriye cit., pp. 141-142.

32 T, Basibek, 19. Yiizyd Sonunda Osmanli Imparatorlugu’nda Muhacir Hareketliligine
Suriye Vilayetinden Bakmak, «Toplumsal Tarih», 282 (2017), p. 56.

33 8. Erkan, XIX. Yiizyil Sonlarinda Osmanli Devleti’nin Gé¢menleri Iskan Politikasina
Yabanct Ulkelerin Miidahaleleri, «Osmanlw, 4 (1999), p. 624; K. H. Karpat, Osmanli’dan
Gtintimtize Etnik Yapuanma ve Gégler, Timas Publishing, Istanbul, 2010, p. 171.
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and the answer received indicates that there were immigrants who
were still not settled yet, and that 70 of the 10859 immigrants sent to
Syria up to this time are still waiting to be settled34.

At the time when 740 North Africans and Hejaz immigrants who
had previously come to Damascus and were waiting for resettlement
which had not yet been made, a further 253 Moorish immigrants sub-
sequently came to Damascus from Tunisia in June 1899. It was
thought that these newly arrived Maghrib immigrants were dispatched
to the Euphrates Valley and that their settlement there would cause
difficulties, so it was decided that all these immigrants would be sent
to the Hamidiye District in the Hama Sanjak of Syria35. Of course,
those sent to Syria for resettlement were not only Tunisian immi-
grants. Until the end of 1899, thousands of Cretan immigrants were
also sent to Aleppo, Damascus and to the other cities of Syria. In the
telegram sent from the Syrian Province on October the 16t of the same
year 1899, it was reported to the Muslim Immigrant Commission that
immigrants were temporarily kept as guests in the inns and houses in
the center of the province in a miserable condition, there were difficul-
ties in allocating them to their resettlement destinations and, there-
fore, immigrants should be gradually sent to the region3®. The difficul-
ties experienced were the same for all the immigrants.

Tunisian immigrants, who were sent to Syria 4 months earlier, were
still waiting to be settled in miserable and desolate condition. One of these
immigrants, Mecit Bey, wrote a petition informing the government about
their situation. In the letter sent from the Government to the Ministry of
Internal Affairs dated the 16th of December 1908, it was mentioned that
the Algerians who had previously immigrated to Damascus were settled,
and it was requested that the necessary procedures for the settlement of
the Tunisian immigrants be completed3?. Again, as it is understood from
the letter dated the 2nd of December 1908, written by the Immigration
Commission, 1 million 63,071 kurus was needed for the resettlement of
all the immigrants in Syria. There were about 1200 immigrants from Ru-
melia, the Caucasus, Tunisia and Algeria waiting as guests in the various
cities of Syria. It was impossible to cover the housing costs of such a large
number of immigrants from the provincial revenues. For this reason, the
immigrants who were in a precarious condition had to be provided with
shelters. In addition to provisions, S000 lira in order to provide fuel and

34 E. Tasbas, Halifenin Gélgesine Siginanlar cit., p. 130

35 «Instruction for immigrants coming from Tunisia to Damascus via Beirut to settle
in Hama on the empty land». BOA (Presidency State Archives of the Republic of Turkey),
DH.MKT. 2220/45, 9 July1899.

36 E. Tasbas, Halifenin Gélgesine Siginanlar cit., p. 148-149.

37 «Correspondence about the work to be done about immigrants who migrated to
Syria to settle». BOA, DH.MKT. 2698/29, 31 December 1908.
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to purchase the necessary tools for agriculture should be found urgently.
It was ordered to transfer this money derived from a lottery organized for
contributing the resettlement costs to the branch of Ziraat Bank in Da-
mascus38. It was important and urgent for the province to provide the
necessary money as soon as possible due to the precarious and miserable
situation of immigrants who were temporarily placed at the inns (han).

The presence of immigrants waiting under difficult conditions for
their resettlement continued in the following year. The resettlement of
120 Tunisian immigrants consisting of 34 families who came to Da-
mascus via Aleppo, could not be done. In addition, there were 70 Cau-
casian immigrants waiting to be settled in the region. The governor’s
office, who had problems with finding the required money for the set-
tlement of these immigrants, requested it from the Ministry of Interior.
The government found this impossible and wanted the 5,000 lira re-
quired for the expenses to be covered by the local budget or covered
by the Agricultural Bank of Damascus from lottery revenues. In the
reply sent to the Syrian Province on the 24th of February 1909, it was
stated that permission was requested from the vizierate for the proce-
dures to be carried out regarding the Tunisian immigrants, reply was
expected. It was mentioned that the Ministry of Finance in order to
obtain the money urgently, and to prevent the immigrants from stay-
ing in temporary residences and misery for a long time39.

Again, another Tunisian immigrant group in Syria applied to the
government to be resettled as soon as possible, but they were not re-
settled yet. Tunisian immigrants applied again on the 8t of March
1909, and drew attention to their plight. The Governor of Syria re-
ported the situation to the Ministry of Internal Affairs in a letter for
the urgent settlement process on the 25t of March 1909. Upon corre-
spondence with the Grand Vizier, the Ministry of Internal Affairs re-
quested that Immigration Commission carry out the transactions im-
mediately, to give the necessary orders for resettlement+°. Looking at
the records two years after this event, it is seen that the settlement
problem continued. There were Tunisian immigrants who came to
Syria in 1910 and still could not be settled. According to the records
of the Council of Ministers dated the 12t of February 1911, the

38 «(Instructions on the settlement of immigrants from Caucasus, Tunisia, Rumelia
and Algeria who were sent to the Province of Syria and to solve this problem». BOA,
DH.MKT. 2760/42, 8 March 1909.

39 «Procedures to be made about Tunisian immigrants coming to Damascus». BOA,
DH.MKT. 2760/53, 08 March 1909.

40 (Resettlement demands of Tunisian immigrants in Syria». BOA, DH.MKT. 2776/1,
25 March 1909; «Correspondence between Ottoman government and Syrian Province
regarding the dispatch and settlement of Tunisian immigrants». BOA, DH. MKT.
2794/3, 12 April 1909.
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Tunisian and Algerian immigrants who were in the Syrian Province
had not yet been settled. In the document in question, it was decided
to increase the allocation given to the immigrants, and if possible, to
allow them to be resettled, otherwise it was decided to allocate land as
soon as possible without giving them a daily wage4!.

After Italy occupied Libya on the 29th of September 1911, a group
of Algerian and Tunisian immigrants wanted to come to Damascus
and settle because of the Italian-Ottoman War (Tripoli War), which
would last for about a year. However, these immigrants sent a petition
to the sultan stating that they were unfairly treated in Damascus and
that they were devastated by hunger and misery. Upon this petition,
the government asked the Syrian Province the reasons for this misery
and requested the actual number of these immigrants. On the 8t of
January 1913, a reply was received from the Syrian Province. Accord-
ing to this, the number of immigrants who came to Damascus on the
25th of December 1911 was 196 in total, 164 adults and 32 children.
The governorship states that the nutritional needs of all these immi-
grants were met+2.

As can be seen in the documents above, from the end of the 19th cen-
tury until 1913, the Ottoman State had great difficulties in settling the
immigrants from both Tunisia and other countries in Syria. In a period
when the state suffered from economic and political troubles, of course,
immigrants were in the worst difficulties. Because immigrants who could
not be settled had great difficulties in finding shelter and nutrition for
years as they could not get back to their homes and lands.

One of the problems that both the Ottoman State and the immi-
grants experienced in terms of resettlement was the issue of citizen-
ship. This problem had to be solved from the outset due to the state’s
previous experience. Immigrants, who had some economic privileges
for a certain period of time, could claim that they belonged to a foreign
state in order to benefit from the capitulations of foreign states after
these privileges ended. Especially the French citizenship of Algerian
immigrants should be seen as not their loyalty to France but as an
expression of conscious pragmatism. Because they were aware of the
various economic, political and military exemptions of living as French
citizens in Ottoman lands.*3 This was a significant problem for the
Ottomans to handle with caution. Because of these bitter experiences,

41 (Requesting the settlement costs of Tunisian and Algerian immigrants who are
guests in the Syrian Province from the Ministry of Finance». BOA, BEO. 3888/291529,
30 April 1911.

42 «(Notifying the government of the complaints of Algerian and Tunisian immigrants
who settled in Damascus due to the Tripoli War to the government». BOA, BEO.
4130/309704, 02 January 1913.

43 N. Amara, Faire la France en Algérie cit., p. XXIX.
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the Ottoman Government sought to obtain a commitment document
from the immigrants stating that they would not claim to be foreign
nationals and that they would obey Ottoman laws.

Likewise, for Tunisian immigrants who are considered to be resettled
in Syria, early measures were taken for citizenship. The Ministry of For-
eign Affairs informed the government that a document containing mutual
agreement should be obtained from Tunisian immigrants who wanted to
come and settle in Damascus in order to accept their resettlement re-
quests, since France claimed the right over the Tunisians. Since such
problems were previously experienced in respect to the Algerian immi-
grants, it was also required that the documents to be submitted by the
immigrants be approved by the French embassy. However, the Tunisian
immigrants who were waiting for settlement were also in misery. Drawing
attention to the situation of the immigrants, the Ministry of Internal Af-
fairs demanded that they would be resettled in Syria as soon as possible
in a petition dated the St of May 190944. 117 Tunisian immigrants re-
peatedly submitted their complaints about their situation to the govern-
ment and they awaited resettlement. These immigrants demanded that
they should be settled on a miri land (state owned land/treasury land).
Although immigrants needed to be resettled as soon as possible, the Min-
istry of Foreign Affairs drew attention to the letter sent to the Immigration
Commission on the 19th of November 1893 and requested the procedures
to be carried out accordingly. According to the aforementioned article, a
document should be obtained from each immigrant with a separate seal
and signatures stating that all immigrants who want to immigrate to the
Ottoman Empire accepted Ottoman citizenship and would be subject to
the laws of the Ottoman State, and that they would not in the future
claim to be a citizen of a foreign country*5. Subsequently, each immigrant
would have this letter approved by the embassy of the state they belong
to and will afterwards be accepted as immigrants. These were require-
ment for the admission as immigrants and after the completions of these
transactions were made by the immigrants, they were settled in Syria.

At the end of the same year, a new group of Tunisian immigrants
who arrived in Syria were accepted for resettlement on the condition
that they pledged to become Ottoman citizens. According to the letter
sent to the government from the Syrian governorship on the 7t of De-
cember 1909, a new group of immigrants from Tunisia and Algeria,
consisting of 24 families, came to Syria with passports or not. These

44 (Informing the Ministry of Interior about the number of people who want to come
and settle in Syria from Tunisia and whether they will accept resettlement in Adana
Province». BOA, BEO. 3598/269828, 15 July 1909.

45 (Informing the Ministry of Interior about the number of people who want to come
and settle in Syria from Tunisia and whether they will accept resettlement in Adana
Province». BOA, BEO. 3598/269828, 15 July 1909.
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immigrants wanted to be settled in Syria. Since it was expected that
other immigrants would also come, the governorship asked the gov-
ernment’s opinion on the settlement decision. In the reply given by the
government to the Province of Syria, it was stated that it would be
appropriate to send Tunisian immigrants to Mersin and Yumurtalik
instead of Syria, as they were thought better able to adapt to the cli-
mate conditions. However, in the document to the decision of the im-
migrants, the government ordered the settlement procedures to be
made according?. It is thought that the settlements were made here
because the migrants’ preference was Syria.

In 1910, on the other hand, the Ottoman Government took early
precautions for citizenship. The Ottoman government had taken the
necessary precautions for the settlement and various problems of the
immigrants who would set off from Algeria and Tunisia to the Ottoman
lands in the summer. The Ministry of Internal Affairs, sent instruc-
tions on the 3t of July 1910 to the governor of Libya, from where the
immigrants whose resettlement was decided to be made in Beirut and
Syria, and ordered the arrivals to be transferred to the settlement ar-
eas in case they accepted to became Ottoman citizens. Among these
immigrants, those who accepted Ottoman citizenship were sent to Bei-
rut and Syria for settlement*?.

Another record of Ottoman citizenship concerning Tunisian immi-
grants in Syria is from 1911. According to the decision taken in May
1911, the Algerians who settled in the Ottoman lands would not be re-
garded as Ottoman citizens, regardless of their period of residence. In
order for these immigrants to become Ottoman citizens, they must sub-
mit a petition to the Ottoman government and the French consulate on
their renunciation of French citizenship. The government has informed
the Tunisian and Algerian immigrants in Syria that they can acquire Ot-
toman citizenship only after these procedures are completed*s.

It is almost impossible to identify all Tunisian immigrants who set-
tled in Syria during the Ottoman period from the documents. However,
it is also possible to follow migrations from correspondence on various
subjects. The 1914 record on the issue of “Ottoman citizenship” men-
tioned above is a good example of this. According to the letter sent by

46 «The number of Tunisians who want to settle in Syria and the correspondence
between the Syrian Province and the Ministry of Internal Affairs about it would be more
appropriate to send them to Mersin and Yumurtalik». BOA, BEO. 3674/2755442, 11
December 1909.

47 «Correspondence between the Libyan Province and the Ottoman government re-
garding the transfer of immigrants from Algeria and Tunisia to Syria». BOA, DH. SFR.
663/111, 13 July 1910.

48 «Decisions on Tunisian and Algerian immigrants settled in Syria». BOA, SD.
653/58, 13 May 1911.
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the Governor of Syria Hulusi Bey to the Ministry of Internal Affairs on
the 28th of November 1914, 17 immigrants of British and French na-
tionality from Algeria and Tunisia were settled. The governor reports
that these immigrants had applied for Ottoman citizenship*°.

One of the most important issues regarding the immigrants reset-
tled in the Ottoman lands was the exemptions granted to them. The
Ottoman State initially exempted immigrants who took refuge, from
taxation for 10 years and from military service for 25 years. The aim
here was to enable the immigrants to become producers as soon as
possible. However, this meant economic loss for the state over a long
period of time, and for this reason, the exemption period was reduced
for the immigrants during the 1877-1878 Ottoman-Russian War to 3
years exemption from taxes and 10 years exemption from military ser-
vice. As both the number of immigrants and their burden on the state
increased, changes were made again in 1889 regarding exemptions.
After this date, tax exemption of immigrants was determined as 2
years and military service exemption as 6 years.

Immigrants from Tunisia and Algeria who were settled in Syria in
1888 were exempt from military service for 20 years. A letter was sent
to the provinces of Syria, Adana, Aleppo and Beirut and the governors
of Jerusalem and Zor in 1908, when this period expired, and the pro-
cedures were initiated5°. Likewise, Tunisian immigrants who came and
settled in Syria in the following years were exempt from military ser-
vice for 6 years. The military exemption of these immigrants expired
in 1909. As a result of the correspondence between the 5th Army Com-
mand, the Ministry of War, Foreign Affairs and Internal Affairs and the
Grand Vizier in September 1911, it was decided to grant the same
exemption to newly arrived Tunisian and Algerian immigrantsS?.

Not only deciding on the geography to be resettled, but also trans-
porting the immigrants to the settlement was an important issue in
immigrant resettlement. The government has also acted very selflessly
regarding the dispatch of Tunisian immigrants who came to Syria but
were not found suitable for settlement there. The food, accommodation

49 «About the Russian, French, British and Tunisian and Algerian immigrants who
want to come to Syria and become Ottoman citizens». BOA, DH.EUM. 5. $b. 4/53, 28
November 1914; «Correspondence regarding the requests of Tunisian immigrants to be-
come Ottoman citizenship». BOA, DH.SFR. 450/ 142, 28 November 1914.

50 «Conscription of immigrants who have settled in Syria because their military ser-
vice exemption period has expired». BOA, MV. 119/73, 29 June 1908.

51 «Decisions on Tunisian and Algerian immigrants settled in Syria». BOA, SD.
653/58, 13 May 1911; «On the exemption of immigrants from Tunisia to Syria from
military service for six years». MV. 153/53, 19 June 1911; «Exemption of Tunisian im-
migrants settled in Syria from military service». BOA, DH.MB.HPS.M. 1/41, 11 July
1911; «Military service exemption of Tunisian immigrants who settled in Syria». BOA,
BEO. 3941/295504, 29 September 1911.
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costs and subsequently the travel expenses up to the time they were
dispatched to their settlements were also covered. In a letter sent by
the Immigration Administration to the Ministry of Internal Affairs on
the 25th of September 1912, it was reported that 17,770 kurus was
allocated to Tunisian and Algerian immigrants who were guests in the
Syrian province center in Ramadan in 1910. In addition, nutrition
costs and house rents have been met until the immigrants leave from
here to go to the settlement areas. In this process, an increased
amount of money was returned to the treasury because some immi-
grants left early>2.

According to the document dated the 19t of February 1916, a large
number of Libyan and Tunisian immigrants were sent to Syria to be re-
settled in Aleppo Province. However, Aleppo Governor Mustafa Bey stated
that it was difficult for these immigrants to settle in masses. The Gover-
nor also requested permission from the government, stating that it would
be more appropriate for these immigrants to be sent to the regions of
Diyarbakir Province with a hot climate and settle there53. Welcoming this
request positively, the Ministry of Internal Affairs approved the distribu-
tion of Libyan and Tunisian immigrants waiting in Syria for resettlement
to cities and towns with suitable climate such as Adana, Konya, Diyar-
bakir, Ankara and Kayseri. In addition, the government, which thinks
that precautions should be taken in order to prevent problems during the
dispatch of immigrants, asked the governorship to where they can be sent
under their own meansS4. Thus, the government without desolation
would be able to take the necessary measures to transport the immi-
grants to the places where they will be settled.

The various findings could be reached from the documents about
the immigrants resettled in Syria. There was no record of any urban
citizen, craftsman, tradesman or trader among the Tunisian
immigrants included in this study. However, this doesn’t mean that
there are no records about the subject. Because the correspondence
between the Ottoman province and the center generally covered the
basic needs for the resettlement of the immigrants. Meeting these
needs was very difficult for that period and it would took time. The
process of resettling of these immigrants was a very long and costly
consisted of feeding, sheltering, covering the expenses of fuel and

52 «Findings regarding the abandonment of the Algerian and Tunisian Immigrants
as guests in Syria, their expenses and the payment of their household rents». BOA,
DH.ID. 10-1/63, 02 October 1912.

53 «On the separation and resettlement of Tunisian and Libyan immigrants sent to
Aleppo to be resettled in different places». BOA, DH.SFR. 510/28, 19 February 1916.

54 «An attempt to distribute the Tripoli and Tunisian immigrants who were sent to
Halep for settlement to provinces such as Adana, Konya, Diyarbakir, Ankara and Kay-
seri». BOA, DH.EUM.5.sb. 81/6, 26 February 1916.
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transportation, building their houses, giving agricultural land for them
to farm, and finally supplying agricultural tools and equipment. Until
this process took place they were hosted in various private and public
buildings.

The period when the immigrants came to the Ottoman lands was
coincided with a period of great economic and political depression for the
Ottomans. This situation can be also followed from the Ottoman policies
of the 19th and 20th centuries. In the beginning of the 19th century,
when immigration began to intensify, the immigrants were exempted
from military service and taxes for up to 25 years. But these exemptions
followed a course in parallel with the deterioration of the state in
economic and military terms. In other words, these exemptions gradually
decreased to 2 years. Of course, in this case, it the immigrants sufferred
the most. Specific to Syria, the exemptions have decreased from 25 to 6
years similar to the other parts of the empire.

In addition, there are other immigrants who came here during the
settlement of Tunisian immigrants to Syria. As mentioned before,
Syria was one of the Ottoman lands where settlement activities were
intense, and many immigrants from the Balkans, Caucasus, Libya,
Hejaz, and Algeria, along with Tunisian immigrants, were included in
the Syrian immigration history and demographic structure in the 20th
century.

Conclusions

Tunisia, which had an important position in terms of both Mediter-
ranean influence and trade between the two continents of Europe and
Africa, had been under the sovereignty of many states throughout its
history. The Ottoman State, becoming stronger in the 16t century and
wanted to dominate the Mediterranean, entered into a great struggle
with Spain to control Tunisia. The Ottoman State succeeded in con-
quering the region in 1574, ruled the region for more than three hun-
dred years, until France occupied Tunisia in 1881. Muslims living
there would preferred to migrate to the Ottoman Empire instead of
living under the French regime. Therefore, the Ottoman State then had
to deal with the immigration of the Muslims from Tunisia as well as
losses caused through the loss of Tunisia. The arrival of long-term im-
migrants from Algeria as well as Tunisia has been showing the effects
of French policies in the region since 183055. The Ottoman government
sent some of the refugees from Tunisia to Syria, thinking that the ge-
ographical and climate conditions would be suitable for these refugee

55 N. Amara, Faire la France en Algérie cit., p. VIIL.
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immigrants. Located at the eastern end of the Mediterranean, Syria
was one of the places where refugee immigrants were constantly sent
in the 19th century. For this reason, as one of the regions where immi-
grants are densely populated, Syria’s demographic mobility continued
until World War .

Of course, it is also necessary to evaluate the settlement activities
and developments mentioned in Syria within the conditions of the
period. It should be noted that the colonial activities experienced in
the 19th century and the first quarter of the 20th century triggered
migration in African coasts such as Tunisia and Algeria, along with
the European lands. Accordingly, this situation constitutes one of the
important arguments explaining the intense arrival of immigrants
from many regions to the Ottoman country during the mentioned
periods. However, in the Ottoman period, the Syrian lands stand out
as one of the places that faced various problems due to the intense
migration flow.

Tunisian immigrants who went to settle in Syria for reasons such
as the intensity of immigrant settlement activities, the political and
economic problems of the Ottoman State and the reactions of the local
people, faced great problems. The disruption of the settlements of the
refugee immigrants, on the one hand, caused tragedies that drove
them to misery, on the other hand, it caused conflicts with the local
people. Despite all these difficulties, some of the Tunisian immigrants
were settled in various regions of the Syrian Province, while some were
sent to the Eastern Mediterranean coasts of Anatolia and settled.

It should be also noted that it is a historical fact that in the strate-
gically important lands such as Anatolia and the Middle East, where
the Ottoman Empire previously ruled, the existing ethnic and national
diversity that causes conflicts today has connections with the Otto-
man immigrant settlement policies.



