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Sulayman al-Baruni in Italy (1919-1920):

From the Dream of the Berber Principality to the 
Italo-Tripolitanian Brotherhood

Introduction and biographical notes (c. 1870-1919)

Sulayman al-Baruni played a particularly important role during the first decade of the colonial occupation of Libya: from the landing of the first Italian troops in Tripoli (on October 5th 1911) until the end of the First World War, he was one of the main animators of the resistance against the Italian occupation.
The figure of al-Baruni is a keystone in the historiographical myth of Libyan nationalism established during Gaddafi’s rule: together with the other members of the quadrumvirate of the Tripolitanian Republic of 1919 (Ramadan al-Shitiwi al-Suwayhili, ‘Abd al-Nabi Bilkhayr and Ahmad al-Murayid ), he was considered one of the “lions” of the anti-colonial resistance and one of the fathers of the republican ideal, to which the Libyan jamahiriyya made direct reference.

A brief overview of al-Baruni’s life provides the context in which to understand the documents analyzed below.
 Sulayman al-Baruni was born in the Adrar n Infusen (in arabic Jabal Nafusa or Jabal al-gharbi, the Western mountain range inhabited by Berber groups, called Gebel by the Italians) of Tripolitania, and specifically in Jadu, around 1872.
 A member of one of the most prominent families of the religious intelligentsia of the region, and a follower of Ibadism, he began his studies under his father ‘Abdallah, and later traveled to Tunisia, Egypt (where from 1892 to 1895 he studied at al-Azhar in Cairo) and Algeria.
 A crucial part in his education was played by a stay in the Algerian M’zab, a group of Saharan oases about six hundred kilometers south of Algiers, a region inhabited ab antiquo by a majority of Berber population.

The article by Laura Veccia Vaglieri in the second edition of the Encyclopædia of Islam, though extremely succinct, seems more precise:

[After the proclamation of the Statute] two movements […] emerged, one aiming at an agreement with Italy which would have meant complete independence, and the other, represented especially by the Berbers, favorable to collaboration with Italy by the application of the Statute. Al-Bārūnī, who supported the latter course, gave his support to the Italian government, although his ultimate aims still remained the formation of a Berber amīrate in the western Djabal with access to the sea.

This paper aims at analyzing the position of Sulayman al-Baruni towards the new politics of colonial Italy after the First World War, by looking at a number of archival documents and interviews concerning his stays in Italy in 1919 and 1920.

Sulayman al-Baruni in Rome
In just a few lines, a paragraph of “Il Popolo d’Italia” of November 15th 1919 announced the arrival in Rome of Sulayman al-Baruni: “The Tripolitanian notable El Baruni arrived today in Rome and took lodgings at the Hôtel Excelsior. Tomorrow he will hold a long conference with the President of the Council the Hon. Nitti”.
Al-Baruni’s journey to Rome followed his request to the government of Tripolitania to travel to Constantinople in order to bring his family back home. His journey would take him through Italy, and Governor Vittorio Menzinger, considering it useful for the development of the country’s colonial enterprise, urged the ministry for the Colonies to receive him with all honors.

After his arrival in Rome, the newspaper “Il Messaggero” sent a reporter to interview him: the interview was published a few days later.
 Enrico Jacchia, the author, recalled in the first part of his article the role of the “powerful leader of the Abadites and the Berbers” in the resistance against the Italian occupation after 1911, his long struggle against Italy and its political and military action on the side of the country’s enemy during the First World War. After a brief biographical sketch, the journalist pointed out that enmity between al-Baruni and Italy had in fact ceased, and that he had recently played an important role in the pacification of Tripolitania thanks to his influence “among the rebel tribes”, to the great advantage of the Italian cause.
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Abstract
Sulayman al-Baruni played a particularly important role during the first decade of the colonial occupation in Libya: from the landing of the troops in Tripoli till the end of the First World War, he was one of the main animators of the resistance against the Italian intervention. A muslim of Ibadi confession, he belonged to one of the most important families of the Adrar n Infusen (the Berber mountain) region and was elected deputy of the Ottoman parliament after the seizure of power by the Union and Progress Committee in 1908. Closely related to Enver Pasha, one of the most prominent figures in Ottoman politics of that period, in 1913 he was appointed senator in Istanbul. During the First World War he was charged with promoting the intervention of the Libyan forces alongside the central Empires against Italy and its allies. 
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Fig. 1 - Sulayman al-Baruni’s half-length portrait (undated: ca. 1938?) displayed in the Mathaf al-saraya al-hamra of Tripoli along with the portraits of the leaders of the Jumhuriyya al-Tarabulusiyya.
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� Shortly before the outbreak of the last Libyan revolution, his portrait was displayed in the hall of heroes of the Libyan nation inside the National museum (mathaf al-saraya al-hamra) in Tripoli, not far from the relics of ‘Umar al-Mukhtar (see fig. 1).


� On the life of al-Baruni, see in particular M. Custers, Sulaymān al-Bārūnī, an Ibāḍī pan-Islamist, MA Thesis, University of Leiden, 1972, very precise until 1908.


� “Verso il 1872 [around 1872]” (F. Corò, Suleiman El Baruni, il sogno di un principato berbero e la battaglia di Asàaba [1913], Annali dell’Africa italiana, I, 3-4, 1938, 958). In the entry dedicated to him in the second edition of the Encyclopédie de l’Islam (Brill, Leiden-Paris, 1965, 1070-1071), L. Veccia Vaglieri omits the date of birth. The date of reference for his biographers varies between 1870 and 1872.


� L. Veccia Vaglieri, La partecipazione di Suleimàn el-Barùni alla guerra di Libia, L’Oltremare, VIII, 2, February 1934, 70. The source of the biographical information reported by Veccia Vaglieri is al-Baruni himself, in an interview granted to a Damascus newspaper.


� L. Veccia Vaglieri, al-Bārūnī Sulaymān, in Encylopaedia of Islam (2nd ed.), I vol., Brill, Leiden-Paris, 1960, 1071.


� ASMAI, Libia 150/15, 62: Menzinger to Rossi, 4.11.1919. After arriving in Naples, al-Baruni was accompanied on a visit to Rome and Turin. He was again in Italy from December 1921 until the end of January 1922, and between November and December 1922 (E. De Leone, La colonizzazione dell’Africa del Nord, Cedam, Padova, 1960, II vol., 492, 511). 


� E. Jacchia, Gli effetti della Costituzione in Tripolitania (Nostra intervista con El Baruni), Il Messaggero, Rome, November 20th 1919, 3.





