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Significance of the textile sector in the Ottoman economy

Vast numbers of Ottoman subjects worked in either subsistence or commercial textile production, drawing on the ready availability of cotton, wool, silk, and flax to make goods both for their own use and for the market. There is little doubt that most rural dwellers either spun, wove or embroidered and this likely also was true of urban families. The number of persons spinning and weaving for personal consumption declined with the rise of imported textiles after 1800 (see below) while market production likely increased during this same period. A few crude statistics give some notion of the importance of commercially made textiles in the overall economy at the very end of the Ottoman period. On the eve of World War I, workers making textiles for the marketplace accounted for about one-half of the enumerated labor force in the total manufacturing sector.
 Manufacturing overall contributed about ten percent of “national income” while agriculture, according to these very incomplete surveys, reportedly contributed more than fifty percent.
 This former figure surely is a gross underreporting since the survey missed many urban locations of manufacture and the vast majority of rural-based industry. 

Despite their lacunae, these late surveys reinforce the impression of textile production as a very large manufacturing sector—rivaling that of food processing--that employed many hundreds of thousands of workers in rural and urban areas alike. Further, I would hazard a guess that per capita Ottoman consumption of textiles rose in the period 1650-1922, thanks to new technologies that drove down their costs while incomes increased due to mounting sales of agricultural goods. 

The Decline of Ottoman Manufacturing?

The causes, formation, volume and chronology of Ottoman textile production and of domestic and foreign demand are not certain but quite old. Already in medieval times, the rich textiles of many Middle Eastern towns and cities were sought eagerly, both locally and abroad, by caliphs, sultans, bishops, and kings, as well as lesser notables. European demand for labor-intensive goods such as the heavy silk brocades of Bursa and the gold threads, silk and gold weaves of Aleppo is well known. For centuries, surely until at least c. 1750, these and some other Middle East textile products—ranging from ultra-luxury high end fabrics to simple cotton yarns--were avidly sought after by consumers outside of the empire. But, during the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, textile producers from the Middle East, now under Ottoman domination, lost their place, both in the European economy and in the European imagination, as the age-old providers of these rich, heavy brocades and other silver-gold fabrics. These losses in the export trade have often been noted in the historical literature and their passing is incontrovertible.
 


The decline of Ottoman manufacturing, however, is quite another matter and this subject has been a matter of some debate. The older paradigm portrayed the manufacturing sector as one in steady, irretrievable decline, unable to compete with the growing might of an industrializing Europe.
 More recently, however, in common with textile production in many other areas of the globe such as India and Southeast Asia, the fate of Ottoman textile manufacturing is being understood differently.
 The question nowadays is less on whether or not Ottoman textile producers adopted steam-powered, factory-based technologies (which they did only belatedly and modestly) and more on the other steps that they actually did take to compete for international and domestic markets. When the inquiry about Ottoman textile producers is asked in this fashion, a rather different picture than one of failure emerges. In the new age of European hegemony, Ottoman textile makers quite often successfully adapted and survived with a combination of strategies. Thus, new textile styles and fabric mixes appeared in many regions of this large empire, seeking to create niche markets difficult for competitors to penetrate. Also, cheaper labor sources were found. Male labor, often guild-organized and urban based, gave way in many locales to non-guild, less expensive, female and child labor, frequently located in rural areas. And finally, new technologies appeared.


These included better methods of hand spinning, hand weaving, and cloth finishing (see below). Moreover, the early and widespread adoption of machine-made yarns and synthetic dyestuffs stands at the very center of successful adaptations in a changing competitive environment. The shift from hand spun to machine-spun yarns was among the most important of these survival stratagems. Between c. 1810 and 1910, the volume of Ottoman imports of machine-made yarns rose by more than fifty-fold, to some 12,550 tons. The extent to which the rise of imported yarns, dyestuffs and cloths and of Ottoman machine-spuns and -weaves affected auto-consumption is not clear. In c. 1900, hand spuns still accounted for c. one-quarter of all cotton yarns consumed in the empire.
 At that time, in many villages, spinning wheels and looms still were found in virtually every home, where family members, usually women, spun and wove.
 On the one hand, the dislocations at the personal level were real as many hand spinners lost incomes once gained from commercial spinning. And yet, there is no doubt that the import (as well as the local manufacture) of machine-mades, particularly yarns, provided a boon to commercial production, freeing many tens of thousands of labor hours to move into more productive and remunerative tasks, such as cloth making, instead of spinning. For the economy, the move away from hand spinning meant a shift from less productive to more productive tasks. It meant that workers who once laboriously had spun, a labor-intensive, very un-remunerative task, now more profitably could spend their time weaving and printing these imported yarns and fabrics (or shifting over to commercial agriculture). The import of yarns thus meant vast savings for the Ottoman textile industry and an enhancement of its ability to compete. Less important among the new technologies, (except in the case of silk reeling) is the formation of factories to spin yarn and weave cloth. 

With these stratagems, Ottoman textile producers succeeded in finding new commodities to sell to foreign consumers. These international markets included the Italian peninsula and France and the rest of Western Europe as well as central and Eastern Europe and as far afield as India and the United States. More significantly, Ottoman producers successfully struggled with Indian and then European competitors and retained most of their domestic consumers. Their retention of domestic markets, even in the nineteenth century heyday of West European industrial hegemony, is the key to understanding Ottoman textile production. In sum, the post 1650 history of Ottoman textile producers is one in which they gained, lost, retained, sometimes regained and sometimes acquired new domestic consumers as well as foreign buyers. 


In some areas, textile production for export and perhaps for domestic consumption took a downturn during the late eighteenth century, along with the rest of the economy. Where it occurred, the decline lasted sixty-eighty years, and then began a recovery cycle during the 1830s and 1840s. The downturn derived from various causes including state oppression and war, and the shockwaves from the new, mechanized competitors of Western Europe. As the Ottoman state fought against Russia, Napoleon and others from the 1760s through the turn of the nineteenth century, the wars imposed a crushing burden. In its need for revenues to support the war effort, the central state imposed crushing tax burdens that bankrupted some producers and prompted the flight of others to smaller towns and the countryside to escape the tax man.
 This sequence of events occurred in Tokat, for example, where many cloth dyers fled the exactions of the lifetime tax farmers on their workshops in the town center and relocated in rural enclaves and smaller nearby towns.
 In other areas, however, the downturn is certain but the causes less so. In Aintab, near the present-day Turkish and Syrian border, cotton textile producers had won new markets in the seventeenth century, both in Europe and within the empire, copying Indian textiles, which were winning such international favor among consumers. This industry flourished until the late 1770s but then declined, perhaps because of border disputes between the Ottoman Empire and a weakened Iranian state.
 In many regions, the entry of machine-made fabrics, mainly from England, attracted consumers away from Ottoman textiles. In the Balkan provinces, there may have been prosperity rather than any late eighteenth century downturn. The town of Ambelakia, in present-day Greece south of Salonica, boomed in the final two decades of the eighteenth century, thanks to its exports of red cotton yarn to east and central Europe.
 There is additional, indirect, evidence that the late eighteenth century indeed may have been an era of growth and prosperity for many textile producers in the Balkan provinces of the empire, such as the areas of present-day Bulgaria, Rumania and Greece.
 Moreover, the political reforms of the Ottoman state, c. 1830-1870, brought new prosperity in textile production that, however, was destroyed once these regions broke from Ottoman control during the later nineteenth century.


Overall, the crisis of the era c. 1760-1840 faded. Wars ended and relative stability ensued. Ottoman textile producers recovered from the bad times and the initial shock of Western competition and began adapting to the new goods. The worst was over and recovery began.

Production 

The extant literature offers a number of clues suggesting the importance and widespread nature of textile production during the seventeenth century. Moreover, the textile production traditions hinted at during these early centuries often persisted, to be documented more completely in later years. Following are some examples of textile production drawn from the various—European, Anatolian and Arab—provinces of the empire. These are intended to illustrate, but not exhaustively, the nature and scope of production activities over the long term, 1650-c. 1922. 


During early Ottoman centuries, scarce documentation persuasively suggests a significant volume in certain export commodities. Famed among these are “Oriental carpets,” mainly from the west Anatolian region around Uşak, which already were flowing to west European consumers in impressive quantities around 1650. The volume can only be guessed at: for example, during the period 1540-1700, Dutch painters portrayed nearly 1,000 different Ottoman carpets in their paintings.
 During the later eighteenth century, carpet exports continued and then, during the early nineteenth century, began to increase sharply. By the end of the nineteenth century, middle and working class customers in Europe and the United States bought these rugs in near mass consumption quantities.
 Altogether, in western Anatolia, the industry in its spinning, dyeing and knotting phases employed c. 60,000 workers. Technological innovation, both on the demand and the supply side, radically altered rug making. In the first place, the boom in Western demand for these hand-made Ottoman manufactures, especially evident as the nineteenth century developed, derived from European and American efforts to escape from the increasingly-mechanized tedium of their everyday lives. Technology—in the form of factory- made yarns and dyes, innovations coming from the West-- also changed the very production of rugs and, in fact, made possible the explosive growth of the industry at the end of the nineteenth century. Both innovations sought to circumvent the crucial problem of labor shortages which plagued Ottoman manufacturing, at least in the nineteenth century and likely earlier as well. As demand for carpets boomed, Ottoman entrepreneurs, during the 1840s, sought to adopt machine-made wool yarn to solve the labor problem. Technical difficulties persisted and it was not until the 1890s that yarns more suitable for carpet knotting could be machine-made. Thereafter, mechanized factories in the carpet making regions supplied all the yarns needed.
 Synthetic and artificial dyes, beginning c. 1850, offered producers the means to obtain virtually unlimited quantities of fashion colors to meet the changing tastes of Western customers and, at the same time, avoid the labor bottlenecks of naturally produced dyestuffs. Although the advantages of synthetic dyestuffs, including cheapness, made them popular, problems of misuse persisted. Issues of quality and taste maintained demand for the natural dyestuffs. 


Villagers in the Plovdiv area (in modern Bulgaria) already were producing a coarse wool cloth in c. 1550, marketing their wares in nearby small towns and villages. During the next century, these woolens grew from local specialty to inter-regional good. 
 Coarse wool cloth production endured and evolved. In the eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, weavers also made a somewhat fine wool cloth. At this time, producers adopted new and larger spinning wheels and also made some improvements in small-scale hand weaving technologies. Producer-peddlers then sold these two textiles in the imperial capital, all over Anatolia, and in India. The quantities were vast. In 1870, perhaps the peak era, producers in the region of Bulgaria made over one million square meters of coarse and fine wool cloth. Notably, production collapsed following the withdrawal of Ottoman authority, falling by two-thirds in slightly more than a decade.

The famed mohair cloth production around Ankara/Angora suffered ups and downs during the political instabilities of the seventeenth century. During good years of this era, 1,000 looms were working to meet foreigners’ demands for the cherished mohair cloths of the town. In c. 1800, the industry reportedly employed 10,000 workers and annually exported 20,000 pieces. Permanent troubles began when imitations from Amiens eliminated the French market and, later on, when the English developed South African sources of the valued wool. By the mid nineteenth century, there was scarcely a mohair loom left in the city.
 In this instance, an Ottoman textile industry did collapse and vanish under the impact of international competition. 


Both cotton and wool cloth production were flourishing at Manisa in western Anatolia during the sixteenth century.
 More generally, widespread cotton cloth manufacturing was present throughout the Aegean region in the 1670s, when dyeing was concentrated in a few towns. Producers worked both for merchants and on their own, selling cloth to merchants.
 At this time, some local weavers were making significant amounts of cloth for the state.
 Powerful weaving traditions continued until the end of the empire in a string of towns and villages—Denizli, Buldan, Kadıköy, Manisa-- in this region. For example, 15,000 cotton cloth weavers and dyers c. 1900 worked at Kadıköy, now using imported British yarn rather than locally made handspun.
 


Weaving traditions were similarly well established and long-lasting in Aleppo, one of the great Ottoman textile centers. During the 1660s, the booming market for Aleppo textiles was sufficient to attract skilled weavers from the neighboring towns of Mardin and Diyarbakir.
 Aleppo and Damascus alternated in the top-ranking position among textile production centers of northern Syria throughout the Ottoman period. One estimate suggests that, c. 1914, there were perhaps 120,000 textile workers in Syria and Lebanon.
 In Damascus, c. 1840, at least 10,000 women, children and men worked in the textile industry while, in the 1870s, there were 6-7,000 weavers.
 At Aleppo, machine-spun imported yarns played a vital role in helping weavers meet their competitors but 6,000 urban workers still spun by hand c. 1850. 

Throughout the nineteenth century, between 3-6,000 looms worked in Aleppo. In c. 1875, the city accounted for up to three quarters of textile production in northern Syria. Already by 1850, textile weavers in Aleppo had shifted away from luxury cloths to the lower end of the market. In about equal numbers, they made plain cotton cloths for the bottom of the market and mixed cotton-silk cloths that offered the appearance of luxury but at a much lower price than pure silk textiles. By the end of the century, only vestiges of the famed luxury silk industry remained, in the form of some sixty workers making gold and silver thread.
 Mixed cloth production also had fallen but cotton cloth weaving, serving the lowest end of the market, flourished.
 


The Ottoman silk industry had deep roots and longevity, as evidenced by the Crusaders’ admiration of the silk cloths of the Levant. In c. 1650, silk cloth production was centered in the regions of Bursa and Aleppo, with important locales elsewhere in the empire. Bursa’s role as a silk cloth production and raw silk re-export center already was set in 1400 and, at the beginning of the period of interest here, the town contained numbers of substantial weaving workshops, many holding between thirty and sixty looms.
 Near the end of the era, in c. 1914, the Ottoman silk industry employed about 400,000 workers--three-quarters of them (in about equal shares) in the Bursa region of west Anatolia and in the Lebanon. Most of these workers raised cocoons. At least 36,000 worked in silk reeling factories, and a lesser number wove cloth. Mechanized silk reeling experienced explosive growth during the 1840s and 1850s, mainly to satisfy the burgeoning demand of European factories. The centuries-old hand reeled silk was found to be too inconsistent and unreliable for use on the mechanized looms of Europe. And so, virtually-simultaneously in the major Ottoman silk regions, steam-powered reeling mills emerged. Following their establishment, however, these mills endured a topsy-turvy history, heavily damaged by silkworm diseases and competition from East Asian suppliers. Raw silk production suffered in a trough until the 1870s and then rose eight-fold in next half century.

The checkered history of Bursa silk cloth production during the nineteenth century is worth recounting for the light it sheds on the myth of decline in Ottoman textile manufacturing. Between c. 1750 and 1810, production remained steady but then, in the subsequent two decades, reached record levels for the 1750-1850 era. Both demand and supply factors were at work: namely, the end of a long and devastating series of international wars and the adoption of an improved cloth finishing technique. Subsequently, some weavers adopted European cotton yarn and turned to weaving less-costly mixed fabrics made of cotton and silk. Whatever successes they enjoyed were fully undercut by silkworm diseases, which eliminated their raw materials. Silk cloth production was devastated by the 1860s and fell ninety percent from its peak levels of the 1810s-1820s. But then, the disease finally was conquered and, in the early twentieth century, some entrepreneurs adopted mechanized looms. Some workshops used both mechanized and handlooms. In c. 1914, weavers working on 700 looms made approximately 120,000 pieces of silk cloth, about twenty percent more than during the peak years of the early nineteenth century.
 Ottoman subjects, it should be noted, purchased virtually the entire cloth output. Thus, it should be emphasized, the silk cloth industry of Bursa lost its foreign markets but successfully adapted and survived, serving domestic customers. 
Organization of production: introduction

Merchants likely played the leading role in adopting the new materials and technologies that account for much of the dynamism of the textile sector and for most of the new sources of employment in Ottoman textiles. Guilds also may have been active in instances when these innovations occurred in already-extent industries. But when a wholly new textile making activity emerged in an area, merchants most likely were the agents of change. Thus, merchants established new cloth and print making industries, based on the use of machine-made thread, factory-produced dyestuffs and sometimes cloth, in numerous towns and cities and in the rural countryside. These were at the center of the textile sector’s response to international competition and to its survival. They founded many other textile branches as well. In the imperial capital, for example, a significant ready-made clothing industry had emerged c. 1900, organized by merchant houses and utilizing imported cloth. Also, in an outlying district of the city, merchants organized the Ottoman “Irish lace” industry that developed in the later nineteenth century, employing more than 7,000 women and girls. Merchants founded nearly all of the mechanized silk reeling factories in the Balkan, Anatolian and Arab provinces. The case of carpet making is slightly more complicated since guilds initially may have organized the industry; but merchants from Istanbul and later from Izmir prompted its explosive expansion, both in the home and the workshop, during the nineteenth century. Similarly, merchants and not guilds apparently capitalized all of the mechanized spinning and weaving factories in wool and cotton.

Guild organized production

Over the centuries, guilds, merchants and unorganized labor competed for control of the workplace and of textile production. A clear overview of guilds--their origins, prevalence, structures, and significance--is impeded by a lack of information. Historians’ earlier views that guilds derived primarily from state initiatives recently have yielded to arguments that stress the agency of the workers themselves.
 That is, most guilds came into existence because workers banded together in various locations to organize production and defend their common interests. Much of our information is about guilds in Istanbul, where their structure and organization may have been idiosyncratic because of its status as a mega-city and imperial capital. Even with these caveats, it is safe to assert that in the mid seventeenth century, craft guilds were active in all three of the major regions of the empire. Thus, either they already existed prior to Ottoman rule or formed quickly thereafter.
 Guilds in various locations responded differently to change. Some guilds in early eighteenth century Mosul, as demand for their goods increased, moved their shops away from the town center or went outside guild structures to find cheaper raw materials and services. As early as the end of the seventeenth century, Mosuli cotton weaving guilds were complaining bitterly about rural and urban women who had taken over their yarn spinning functions. 
 

More generally, as local manufacturers struggled in an increasingly competitive environment during the late eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries, many Ottoman guilds became more-highly structured and organized. For example, by the end of the eighteenth century, guilds appear in the records for the first time as institutional donors to pious foundations. 
 Also, where they existed, many guilds became not only more formal but more restrictive than previously, an unfortunate development at the very moment when survival demanded flexibility and adaptability. Hardly surprisingly, guilds in many areas decayed or disappeared. But in some regions they hung on and were vital, even at the end of the Ottoman era. 

During the seventeenth and early eighteenth centuries, entry into or withdrawal from a guild was simple, apparently involving only the payment of the market taxes of that particular guild. At this time, guild structures likely were less formal and hierarchical than later on (see below). Since movement in and out was easy, this meant, i.a., the ready participation of migrants into Ottoman cities. But restrictions on guild membership mounted in the later eighteenth century, as economic crisis loomed. Many guilds began building barriers to participation. Apparently in desperation, many guilds abandoned the small workshops where they had carried out their craft and gathered together in large collective workshops involving several dozen workers. And, sometimes, they formed collectives in which hundreds of artisans used common dyeing vats or other expensive equipment. There, they hoped to more readily control access to the means of production and thus better protect their livelihoods that were being threatened by war, increasing tax burdens and mounting international competition. At the center of the new restrictive atmosphere stood the instrument of gedik—rights which could be transferred only to members of the same guild. 

Gedik was both the legal right to do business in a certain place and also, sometimes, the rights to the tools and implements needed for work. This entity was born in the early eighteenth century but became more commonplace during the era of crisis, after c. 1750. Its possession, following a long waiting period, became a prerequisite for practicing a craft and remaining a guild member. 
 Such gedik registration led to monopolistic guild practices during the second half of the eighteenth century. Moreover, guild masters gradually manipulated these gediks to their own benefit. The government of Sultan Mahmud II (1808-1839) supported their efforts, driven by the desire for higher tax revenues and greater political stability. And so, the guild masters gained fuller control over the workshops, at the expense of journeymen and other guild members.
 Thus, in the case of at least Istanbul, the spreading use of gedik helps explain both the growing monopolistic practices of guilds after c. 1750 and the increasing domination of the masters.
 Whether or not guilds outside of the imperial capital followed this pattern is uncertain: at Damascus, by the late 1820s, the gedik procedures and practices described above already were said to have vanished.
 

Can we generalize about Ottoman guilds since generalizations after all too often lead to stereotypes? The following sweeping statements might be true for most guilds during the period c. 1750-1900. As stated, guilds in Istanbul likely possessed more formal structures than previously but the applicability of this statement elsewhere is not certain. Some guilds possessed an organizational hierarchy of master, journeyman and apprentice. Stewards, normally elected by the masters but sometimes appointed by the government, represented the guild and mediated among members. Some guilds provided financial support to sick members and to widows. Guilds were organized according to the crafts pursued by the members and subdivisions also existed according to location. In very large cities, there might be a number of guilds making the same commodity while, in smaller communities, a single guild sufficed. Their efforts to control access to the craft and to the needed raw and semi-processed materials varied considerably. Many, likely most, guilds contained members of more than one religious denomination—Muslim, Christian, Jewish. To obtain maximum effectiveness, coreligionists within a guild sometimes acted together to the exclusion of others while, on other occasions, the entire group inter-denominationally mobilized as a unit. That is, basic economic and vocational concerns rather than religion were crucial in shaping intra-and inter-group relations.


Yet another caution is in order: the actual prevalence of textile producing (and other) guilds in the Ottoman world is not at all clear. They were readily visible in major cities and towns including Istanbul, Aleppo, Damascus, Cairo, Belgrade, Sivas and Amasya. Whether or not they existed in all or most urban locales is uncertain. It is unlikely that that rural workers operated in guilds and certain that women were not members. Near the end of the Ottoman period, many textile guilds were in extreme disarray because they had failed to effectively counter domestic and foreign competitors. In some locales such as Aleppo, the textile guilds seemed rather vibrant in the early twentieth century but were under merchant domination. Similarly, in early nineteenth century Mosul, textile production was expanding but most artisans were becoming poorer as wealth increasingly concentrated in the hands of a few powerful families.
 Finally, the nature of the guilds where they existed generally is not clear. This is true both during particular moments as well as their evolution over time. Guilds in some locales were the controlling body, determining members’ access to raw materials and the consumer.
 In other locations, merchants determined such access for guild members and employed them as wage or piece workers.
 And, in yet other urban areas, guilds became (or perhaps always were) little more than informal bodies of individuals in the same business.

Merchant-organized production

Putting out textile networks are visible in every era and in every region—Balkan, Anatolian, and Arab—and coexisted both with guild controlled production and merchant-dominated systems of direct supervision. Putting out networks already in the sixteenth century were providing some of the west Anatolian carpets from the region around the production center of Uşak, where guilds and (later) direct merchant supervision also played a role. During the seventeenth century (and quite possibly before), merchants in a putting-out network of undetermined scope moved raw cotton, yarns, undyed and then dyed cloths from worker to worker in various Aegean-area locations of western Anatolia.
 Merchants in the sixteenth century already were buying undyed cloth from weavers in Denizli, a textile center in 21st century Turkey, for dyeing in Tire, an Aegean town located near Izmir.
 Similar networks functioned at that time in Thrace, in the southern Balkans, Simultaneously, weavers in the Aegean region worked on their own account, selling their output to merchants.
 


In the eighteenth century, town-country integration in the Balkans was increasing thanks to merchant activity; in textiles and other commodities, putting out networks were widespread at the village level, notably in the hill districts of present-day Bulgaria.
 During the later eighteenth century, in the Arab provinces around Aleppo, merchants bypassed guilds and organized putting out networks for textile production (but see below for direct merchant supervision in nearby areas).
 


In the 1830s, merchants in Kayseri were coordinating a network that embraced much of central Anatolia, from the Mediterranean to the Black Sea. They took raw cotton from the Adana region in the southeast and provided it to spinners in a cluster of north—Zile, Vezir Köprü, Merzifon—and south—Bor—Anatolian towns. They then turned over the yarn to weavers in these same locations or in big urban centers such as Bursa, or to weavers across the Black Sea in the Crimea. By the 1860s, however, this network had succumbed to competition from English machine-spun yarn.
 

The death of this putting out network (and others) at the hands of yarn imports, however, did not spell the end of Ottoman textile production. Rather, other forms of organization emerged. In some locations formerly in the Kayseri network, textile production using imported yarns exceeded that when handspuns were used. In Bor, for example, over 2,000 looms were working in 1908, perhaps twice as many as in the 1830s.
 At other locations, new textile industries were born thanks to the new yarns. For example, at Arapkir in central-east Anatolia, British yarns created a new weaving industry in the 1820s-1830s, one that subsequently grew during the nineteenth century, utilizing 1,000 and then 1,200 looms.
 Local merchants and, perhaps, residents who had migrated to Istanbul organized these industries—but which agents were responsible is not known. 
 

In addition to putting out and guild forms, there was a third form of textile production organization, that of direct merchant supervision. In Damascus, for example, guild monopolies were badly eroded by the first half of the nineteenth century. There, in 1842, merchants successfully established weaving workshops under their own direct control, despite the guilds’ appeal to traditional rights. In the coming decades the merchants’ control over textile production within the city increased. They set up large workshops and hired a single master weaver who supervised numbers of journeymen weavers. Moreover, to remain competitive, they lowered piecework wages, which fell over several decades during the mid nineteenth century. By the 1870s, merchants’ and not guild leaders’ voices were determining wages and work conditions. In Nablus, a remote hill town in the 1850s, some merchants customarily set up weaving workshops and hired both women and men for wages.
 At Mosul, three families were gaining control over the artisanal population already in the early eighteenth century.
 And finally, there are the merchant-supervised carpet knotting workshops that emerged in the later nineteenth century in western and central Anatolia. There, for example, an Izmir-based merchant consortium ran seventeen workshops to which women and girls came and knotted carpets, receiving piecework wages.
 

The Workers

Boys, girls, women and men of every religion and ethnicity worked in the making of textiles. Child labor was commonplace in every aspect and locale of textile production. Thus, we find children and women engaged in commercial embroidery, spinning, weaving, silk reeling and carpet knotting in workshops, homes and factories. A few examples should suffice to show the range of child labor. In late eighteenth century Thessaly, every hand, “even those of the children, is employed in the [twenty-four] factories” of Ambelakia, a booming red yarn exporter to Europe. Also, the government, during the 1830s, brought orphaned children from central and east Anatolia to spin yarn in state factories for the fleet. In a similar action taken in the 1860s, the state used orphans to provide uniforms to the gendarmerie in Sofia. In the early twentieth century, children labored in the merchant-owned cotton mills in Istanbul, Adana, as well as Izmir and the Balkan provinces. At Salonica, boys and girls ages twelve to eighteen years worked while the Macedonian mills employed girls as young as six years. In the silk reeling mills of Salonica during the 1840s, mainly “poor children” worked. Generally, most silk reelers in the steam-powered factories were girls and young women under eighteen years of age. At Bursa, girls twelve to fourteen years of age began as apprentices, for half the normal wages. Children during the 1890s working at home in the Sivas region helped their mothers commercially weave cotton, both from homespun and imported yarns. At Aleppo, “a considerable number of children” assisted the women who spun cotton and silk for male weavers.

Gender stereotypes notwithstanding, female labor was an important, indeed crucial, part of the textile industry all across the empire. The guilds, it seems, successfully prevented women and girls from joining their ranks and it is nearly certain that guilds were exclusively male. Thus, it seems likely that guilds did not provide the opportunity for training outside of the home.
 Men therefore often formed the majority of urban cloth weavers in the various areas of the empire—Arab, Anatolian and Balkan. Thus, men commercially wove in twentieth century Baghdad and in mid nineteenth century-Aleppo and Diyarbakr. Men wove the famed mohair cloths before that industry collapsed. But the lack of professional training in guilds did not spell female exclusion from cloth weaving for the marketplace. Indeed, Muslim women commercially wove both cotton and linen in a home-industry network in east Anatolia during the 1830s. In the Trabzon area c. 1870-1900, Muslim women printed headscarves using British cloth and also wove various silk and cotton cloths at home, likely on a putting out basis. While most of the evidence shows women weaving for the market within their homes, we also find them at workshops, for example, the Muslim women in Nablus workshops during the mid nineteenth century. Similarly, at Salonica in c. 1880, between eight and twenty females worked in various textile workshops. Thus, females weaving at home may have been the norm but weaving outside was commonplace. 

Exclusion from guild membership did not mean women were not involved in guild work. In practices that date back centuries, women routinely worked to supply guild members with raw materials and yarns. Thus, for example, women from at least the seventeenth century provided mohair yarn to the Ankara guilds
 while, during the 1840s, Aleppo-area women spun cotton yarn for the urban male guild weavers. There seems little doubt that women in many locations, while not formally guild members, worked with them on a day-to-day basis. In this respect, guild membership served as one form of gendering in the Ottoman world. 


Outside of the guilds, women and girls worked in every sector of textile production. Examples abound, ranging from the embroidery network outside Istanbul to weavers in Trabzon to factory girls. For example, women in seventeenth century Ankara assisted their weaver husbands when the looms, as often was the case, were located at home. And, at mid-nineteenth century Aleppo, women “virtually monopolized jobs in silk reeling, processing of wool for felt and wool fabrics, button-and braid-making, embroidery and piecing wool fabric into cloaks.”
 Moreover, female participation in the textile labor force certainly increased during the second half of the nineteenth century. The vast majority of the new work force in the silk reeling mills of the Lebanon, west Anatolia, the Salonica region and elsewhere were girls, usually unmarried, who often lived in dormitories. Similarly, mostly young girls worked in the steam-powered yarn factories in Karaferia, Niausta , Wodena in Macedonia, as well as in Salonica. In Aleppo, a significant new cottage industry employed urban women in the mechanized knitting of cotton stockings; by the end of the Ottoman era they supplied one-fifth of the market in Syria. In the vast carpet making industry of west and central Anatolia, the bulk of the new workers were females, employed outside the home, in scores of workshops. (Before c. 1825, most of those knotting at home likely were females.) Such massive participation of women and girls in the expanding sectors of textile production was no accident, nor was it because of their nimble fingers. After all, except for embroidery work and mechanized silk reeling, men also worked in these various activities. For example, men at the important center of Kula knotted rugs while, in the yarn mills at Salonica they formed about one-quarter of the labor force. The concomitant growth of several textile sectors and of their female labor force was part of the process of lowering labor costs in the struggle for competitive survival. The textile industry already was the lowest paid Ottoman industrial sector and the new jobs in embroidery, mechanized silk reeling and yarn spinning, and in carpet making, were the lowest in the industry. Thus, the success of the various industries was predicated on the lowering of wages for the female workers. In sum, there was no empire-wide gender division of labor in the textile industry but a host of practices produced by specific circumstances. 

Similarly, it is an inaccurate stereotype to speak of an ethnic or religious division of labor. In the past, writers freely but inaccurately spoke about the inherent, nearly-genetically-encoded propensity of certain groups for certain kinds of labor. In this so-called “ethnic division of labor”, Muslims were seen to be good soldiers and perhaps farmers while Christians of the different ethnicities were understood be to be skilled artisans. Such gross characterizations belied the fascinating reality of the Ottoman workforce and, of interest here, the textile workers. While certain ethnic or religious groups did dominate certain forms of labor in particular regions, they did not do so for any industry in the empire as a whole. Thus, Jewish workers constituted the embroidery networks around Istanbul while at Salonica, with its majority Jewish population, eighty percent of the girls in the cotton spinning mills were Jewish. But, not far away, ethnic Greek girls staffed the spinning mills at Niausta and Karaferia while Bulgarian girls staffed the mill at Wodena. In the vast carpet making industry, Muslims who largely were ethnic Turks long had dominated the workforce in and around Uşak. But when Izmir merchants began organizing production in other locations, the workforce largely came to consist of Ottoman Christians. Thus, all of the carpet workers at one location could be Muslims and ethnic Turks while, just a few miles away, they all were ethnic Greek or Armenian Christians. 


The lack of a particular gender or ethnic profile of the labor force speaks to labor recruitment issues. Overall it seems that some kind of personal familiarity—either through family, acquaintance or place of origin-- was a crucial aspect of recruitment. Merchants clearly were major agents of recruitment in both urban and rural areas. The precise mechanisms are unclear, but their use of religious dignitaries—imams, priests, or rabbis—is certain and likely commonplace. Contemporaneous histories of both the Bursa and the Lebanon silk reeling industries specifically mention how declarations from religious authorities regarding the propriety of such work helped persuade girls to enter the factories. The religiously homogenous nature of the carpet making work force in a particular region suggests appeals made either through religious authorities or in the name of that religion. In many cases, merchants could persuade workers to enter a workplace because a relative already was present. Particularly crucial for female and male labor, it would seem, was the presence of a friend or relative to introduce the merchant. For girls and women, the relative or friend likely helped to teach the craft as well. In the case of the silk reeling mills, entrepreneurs hired foreign women reelers to come and introduce the new task and offer a role model for women’s work outside the home. Guilds of course frequently solicited the labor of their members’ daughters and wives and the membership of their sons. Hence, the Ankara wives weaving with their husbands. The presence of sons was commonplace in guilds in all areas. 


In some towns and cities, chain migration played an important role in labor recruitment. In one study of an Istanbul neighborhood, workers in a particular shop most often hailed from the same village in Anatolia.
 More generally, certain occupations in the capital city were the monopoly of migrants from particular towns and villages in Anatolia and the Balkans. 

Depending on whether it was home, workshop or factory labor, workers’ housing included their own homes, rooms above the shops, or dormitories provided by factory owners. When guilds were present, apprentices sometimes lived with the masters while journeymen often maintained their own households, at least in some locations. Weaving was year round, more or less, at many locations including important centers such as Aleppo and Diyarbakr (with an average of 200-290 work days/year) and less significant ones as well, such as Bitlis and Baghdad. But, in many other locations, such as Manisa, weavers wove only in the winter months and took on agricultural tasks in the summertime. This strategy appears repeatedly, often in putting-out weaving at home as well as in workshops. At full employment, Damascus journeymen weavers worked ten hour days, six days a week, at their looms from just after sunrise until sunset.
 In the Macedonian cotton mills, the workday averaged fifteen hours in the summer and ten in the winter, with a thirty-five minute break for dinner and none at all for breakfast. In the silk reeling mills at Salonica during the 1840s, the workday averaged fourteen hours while at Bursa, its averaged 13.5 hours in summer and 7.5 in the winter (including breaks and meals). Was there an “industrious revolution” in which people worked harder in order to buy goods?
 Indirect evidence indicates this to be the case but more research is required. 

There are relatively few reports of labor activism among textile workers given the importance of the sector. Much of the recorded labor action has been that among textile workers in or at factories and mills, where labor is concentrated and its actions more visible. State documents frequently record protests around wages and working conditions in state-run factories making headgear and uniforms. Labor unrest in privately owned factories occasionally appears. For example, during March 1908, 1,500 mainly female hand spinners in the carpet making center of Uşak sacked three yarn spinning factories which had deprived them of work.
 The dispersed nature of textile production in the home and in small workshops diminishes the likelihood that labor action at such locations was noticed and recorded. But it can be uncovered. From the 1870s (and perhaps earlier) until after World War I, journeymen workers in Damascus regularly struck against the masters who employed them. “These protests were collective, disciplined actions” seeking higher wages and better working conditions.
 It does not seem likely that Damascus was unique in this regard. Such class-conscious labor actions likely occurred elsewhere. 

Textile workers participated in the waves of protest that swept the Ottoman world in the period immediately following the Young Turk Revolution of 1908. Between late July 1908 and the end of the year, some 111 strikes swept every sector of the economy, mostly in the transport sector. Ten strikes during this period involved textile workers, a disproportionately small number given the importance of the sector to the overall economy. In every case, they struck for higher wages or better working conditions and more than half of the recorded textile strikes occurred at large factories. There were very few textile workers in the class-conscious labor federation that emerged shortly thereafter at Salonica, and which later mobilized 7,000 workers for a 1911 May Day celebration. In a general survey of labor unrest between 1872 and 1907, fifty strikes were counted, only nine in the textile sector. In the period 1909-1915, textile workers accounted for ten of the thirty-eight strikes recorded.
 

Textile workers formed a number of new associations very late in the Ottoman period, generally after 1908. Their connections to existing forms of workers’ organizations, notably guilds, are not clear. Thus, in big cities such as Istanbul and Izmir, tailors, weavers and spinners separately formed craft unions. In other sectors, as early as the 1880s, workers in some sectors, mainly transport, had formed mutual aid societies offering limited pension, burial and health benefits. But the involvement of textile workers in such organizational activities is not certain.
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