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A Note on Terminology and Transliteration



Throughout the book my use of the term ‘Mediterranean’ is to be understood as ‘Mediterranean Region’. In the purely maritime context, it includes the central Mediterranean Sea and its various subsidiary seas – the Aegean, the Adriatic, the Tyrrhenian etc., and the narrows and straights and deltas feeding into and out of it – the Straits of Gibraltar, the Dardanelles, the Sea of Marmara, the Bosphorus and the Nile.


The terrestrial hinterland of the Mediterranean broadly follows its bio-climatic limits but has been drawn considerably deeper inland to reflect the geopolitical context. As such, it is inevitably approximate. This geopolitical Mediterranean incorporates parts of all those current states and their historical predecessors which have a Mediterranean littoral or have colonies or similar dependencies which have a Mediterranean littoral. During the era covered by the book, Britain, although not itself a Mediterranean state, had a Mediterranean presence by virtue of its possession of Gibraltar, Malta, Cyprus, Egypt, Minorca (for a time) and the Ionian Islands (for a time).


To make a comparison with other authors who have taken the ‘Mediterranean’ as the main theme of their work, it might be said that my definition of ‘Mediterranean Region’ is narrower than Fernand Braudel’s ‘Greater Mediterranean’,1 much wider than David Abulafia’s ‘Great Sea’,2 and more or less the same as John Julius Norwich’s ‘Middle Sea’.3


The Alaouite Empire of Morocco was founded by Mulay (Prince) Ali Sharif in southern Morocco in 1631 and unified by his successor in 1659. The name ‘Alaouite’ derives from the dynasty’s claim of descent from the Prophet Muhammad via his son-in law ‘Ali ibn Abi Talib and Muhammad’s daughter Fatima. It lasted until the French occupation and protectorate in 1911–12. It was reinstated at independence in 1956 under King Muhammad V. The Alaouites’ claim to an ‘empire’ rested on the fact that in its earliest years Moroccan conquests had stretched deep into sub-Saharan Africa. But by the eighteenth century this was no longer the case.


Whenever using the term ‘Mediterranean Islam’ I am referring to both the Sultanate of Morocco and, of far greater importance, the Ottoman Empire and its Turkish and Arab provinces around the Mediterranean basin. Although many of the Empire’s Arab territories had become semi-autonomous by the eighteenth century and are typically allocated only a few pages in most of the historical literature on the Ottoman Empire, by using the historical and spatial construct ‘Mediterranean Islam’ (or ‘the Islamic Mediterranean’) my own narrative gives them greater attention.


Finally, throughout the book I unapologetically use the terms ‘colonialism’ and ‘imperialism’ interchangeably. In most of the historical literature relating to the European conquest or domination of non-European territories and peoples the reader will find my own usage is common, if not universal. Only Lenin, to the best of my knowledge, ever made a clear distinction between the two; and that was in relation to his own periodisation of the development of capitalism, having nothing to with the presence of colonists, or otherwise.


Transliteration


Transliteration is required when words used in the text do not appear in the English lexicon – or any other European language – and are written in a non-European script. Transliteration aims to turn these ‘foreign’ words into English etc. in a manner that reflects actual pronunciation. In this book there are two such ‘foreign’ languages: Ottoman Turkish (a dead language since 1928) and Arabic.


TRANSLITERATION METHODS


These are based on the IJMES Transliteration System for Arabic, Persian, and Turkish (available online), with a few simplifications of my own to avoid excessive use of diacritical marks.


OTTOMAN TURKISH


Ottoman Turkish was written in a slightly modified Arabic script. For transliteration I have Romanised it using one of the two alternatives recommended by IJMES: Modern Turkish orthography.


Unfortunately the glossaries and texts of some historians which I have used do not always transliterate in this conventional manner. Therefore, where appropriate, I have checked these and my own usage against the original Arabic script used in Ottoman Turkish dictionaries: Sir James W. Redhouse, A Turkish and English Lexicon, H. Matteosian, Constantinople, 1921; and Ch. Samy bey Fraschery, Dictionnaire Turc-Francais, Mihran, Constantinople, 1911.


ARABIC


The symbol ‘ is used for the letter ‘ayn and the symbol ’ for the glottal stop hamza; however I have used the hamza only when it is in the middle of a word, since at the beginning and end it is not pronounced in normal speech. Arabic also has the complication of having two versions of certain consonants, pronounced differently – the ‘soft’ and’ the ‘hard’ versions of – ‘s’, ‘d’, ‘t’ and ‘dh’ (or z). To keep things simple I have ignored this distinction. So, e.g. a ‘hard’ t and a ‘soft’ t are simply written ‘t’ in both cases.


Arabic is also distinguished by having ‘long’ and ‘short’ versions of the vowels ‘a’, ‘i’ and ‘u’, where the ‘short’ versions are actually omitted in modern Arabic orthography. In my own transliteration they are all included, ‘long’ or ‘short’, and written as above.


Arabic also has ‘broken’ plurals which, to Europeans, appear very different to their singulars. With a very few exceptions (See Glossary), in my text I have simply Romanised these plurals by adding an ‘s’ to the singulars.


Place Names


The text covers a huge geographical area. To help the reader manage such a great number of place names, in general, I have used the modern English versions: for example, ‘Alexandria’, rather than the Arabic ‘Iskanderia’. However, where the older (Ottoman or Arabic) name is commonly used in the historical literature, I have sometimes used the Turkish/Arabic name and then added the English name in parentheses, e.g. Izmir (Smyrna).
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THE ISLAMIC MEDITERRANEAN – THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE AND THE ALAOUITE ‘EMPIRE’ OF MOROCCO – C. 1750, AND ITS BIOCLIMATIC AND GEOPOLITICAL BOUNDARIES








INTRODUCTION


This is the story of how a great and mighty civilisation – Mediterranean Islam – was slowly penetrated and subjugated by the fractious states occupying the lands lying north of the Great Sea. And through that story this book offers a challenging view of European imperialism: it was the Mediterranean and its hinterlands – not sub-Saharan Africa, Asia or the Pacific – which witnessed the most historically and politically significant sphere of imperialism and inter-imperialist rivalry from the early nineteenth to the early twentieth centuries.


There is also one especially important reason why the European conquest of the Islamic Mediterranean was very different from all those better-known episodes of European conquest and colonialism (in the Americas, in Africa and the Pacific). Because the conquest occurred over a much longer period the opponents – the conquerors and the conquered – had known each other for a very long time.


From the Arab conquests of the eighth century to the point at which our narrative begins, the Mediterranean was dominated by Islamic powers. European crusaders reconquered some territory in the twelfth century, but in the mid-fourteenth century the forces of Islam recovered and began an assault on Europe’s eastern flank. An Islamised Turkic tribe from Anatolia, the Ottomans, crossed over to Europe at the Dardanelles and subsequently defeated the Christian rulers of the Balkans. In 1453 they captured Constantinople, the capital of the Byzantine Empire and last bastion of Eastern Christianity. The sixteenth century witnessed the spread of Ottoman power south, through Syria and Palestine, and west, along the whole southern shore of the Mediterranean, as they crushed the Mamluk rulers of Egypt and Arab and Berber emirates of the Maghreb. By the mid-eighteenth century around four-fifths of the Mediterranean’s shores and hinterlands were in the hands of two Muslim polities, the Ottomans and the Alaouite Sultanate of Morocco, the latter being the only remaining independent Muslim state, shielded by the towering Atlas Mountains.


Of these two, the Ottomans were overwhelmingly the greatest. Contrary to the traditional orientalist historiography, at the moment when the histories of Christian Europeans and Ottoman Muslims became fatally intertwined – the mid-eighteenth century – they were on an equal footing in many relevant respects: culturally, materially, in their level of economic development, and in their living standards. Indeed, Islamic civilisation was still regarded by Christian Europe with awe, fear and, sometimes, admiration.


Our story begins at this time because this was when European powers began to show an interest in exploiting the political difficulties emerging within the Mediterranean’s dominant power.1 In the nineteenth century that interest gradually became one of economic, political and military penetration and engendered an intense rivalry between Britain, France and Russia as they sought domination of the Great Sea and its Islamic hinterlands. At the end of that century this rivalry took a fateful turn as there occurred a major realignment of these imperialist powers; and three more imperialists, Italy, Austria-Hungary and Germany, began to seek their share of the spoils. These developments, in the race to acquire what remained of the Islamic Mediterranean would eventually set off a chain reaction of violence which, in its totality, became the primary cause of the First World War.


*


The Ottomans had been one of the three great patrimonial ‘gunpowder empires’ of the late Middle Ages – the Mughal (India), the Safavid (Persia) and the Ottoman (Turkey).2 All three were Islamic polities and all three reached their zenith in the sixteenth century. However, by 1736 Safavid rule had collapsed, and Persia had been conquered by an Afghan warlord. The Mughal emperors of northern India fared little better. By the 1770s they had become mere vassals of the British East India Company. By the eighteenth century these once-powerful Muslim states, together with some smaller Islamic polities like the Mataram Sultanate of Java, had been hollowed out by a common internal breakdown: the Islamic world ‘was passing through a crisis in the relationship between commerce, landed wealth and patrimonial authority comparable with that which had convulsed Europe in the first half of the seventeenth century’.3 This crisis took the form of repeated breakaway movements by newly rich and powerful provincial notables whose strength lay in the growth of large private estates and commercial agriculture on the fringes of empire.


Part One of the book (c. 1750–c. 1815) begins our narrative and paints a picture of the Mediterranean Islamic world at the time when the Ottoman Empire was still mighty. But this was also when Europe began to take an interest in this very different, dangerous but intriguing society that lay on the southern and eastern shores of the Great Sea. Despite the prejudicial descriptions of the Ottoman Empire by (mainly French) observers imbued with the ideas of the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, the Europeans recognised many important similarities between their own world and that of the Muslims.


Nonetheless, a small number of European powers were beginning to probe this empire’s weak points, focusing on obtaining commercial privileges and, in doing so, exploiting the centrifugal forces within the Ottoman Empire. In the eighteenth and early nineteenth centuries there were four attempts by European powers to seize Islamic territory in the Mediterranean. These powers were Russia, Spain, France and Britain, and all four failed. Thus, Part One ends at a critical historical juncture. In an era of world history which has been described as the ‘first age of global imperialism’,4 the Islamic Mediterranean – while weakened by European commercial penetration and related breakaway attempts – retained its economic and military resilience against European conquest.


Part Two begins in the middle of the Napoleonic wars, but its main narrative is set against the wars’ end, when the victors – Britain, Russia, Austria and Prussia, together with a number of lesser monarchical states – met in a series of conferences referred to collectively as the Congress of Vienna, later evolving into a set of diplomatic principles described as the Concert of Europe.* The wars between 1792 and 1815 had been an unmitigated tragedy for the peoples of Europe. Hundreds of thousands had died, not just soldiers but even greater numbers of civilians, as whole cities had been destroyed, thousands of peasant villages burnt to the ground, starvation and disease proliferated. And in some parts of Europe, in particular Portugal, Spain and Russia, war had degenerated into torture, atrocity and massacre. At Paris in 1814 (after Napoleon’s initial abdication) and at the subsequent Congress of Vienna in 1815 (after the Battle of Waterloo), the victorious participants met and were determined that such a calamity should never happen again.


However, it was the determination of the Concert of Europe to put an end to the Muslim dominance of the western Mediterranean Sea by the three autonomous regencies of the Ottoman Empire, Algiers, Tunis and Tripoli. Part Two describes how this was eventually achieved by the British and other European navies, strongly assisted by the warships of the US. It was the defeat of the corsair* regencies of the Maghreb that, in 1830, led to the first major act of European imperialism on the Mediterranean’s southern shore since Napoleon’s invasion of Egypt in 1798: the invasion and occupation of Algiers and its huge hinterland. The invasion was followed by a seventeen-year resistance-struggle by its inhabitants, but one fatally weakened by the fissures between those who wished to retain the link with the Ottoman Empire and those who fought for an embryo Arab nationalism.


The years between 1830 and 1870 also saw the emergence in the Mediterranean of inter-imperialist rivalry between Britain, France and Russia. Meanwhile, Muslim attempts to catch up with the advances of industrial capitalism in Christian Europe largely failed, with the Islamic Mediterranean gradually converted into an economically subordinate role as an agro-exporting region.


Part Three of the book takes us to the age of ‘classical imperialism’ between 1870 and 1895,5 at the beginning of which the rulers of Tunisia, Egypt and the remaining Ottoman Empire fell victim to indebtedness and into the hands of European bond-holders. The narrative also describes how the pace of imperialism in the Mediterranean accelerated, with Cyprus, Tunisia and Egypt falling into European hands, while in 1878 only a British fleet anchoring off Istanbul prevented the Russians occupying the Ottoman Capital and the Turkish Straits. Part Three ends with the once-great Alaouite Sultanate of Morocco being gradually undermined by debt, crooked European salesmen, exploitative foreign governments, and – in the Sahara region – penetration by French colonialist forces.


The final part of the book describes how, towards the turn of the century, three new imperialist powers, Italy, Austria-Hungary and Germany, appeared on the scene, with ambitions to acquire their share of the old Islamic Mediterranean. It also recounts how the century-long British policy of defending the territorial integrity of Morocco and the Ottoman Empire came to an end with calamitous consequences. Concurrently, between 1894 and 1907 a major realignment of the imperialist powers occurred, with some colonial disputes settled while new ones emerged. And one of these, the Austrian annexation of Bosnia-Herzegovina in 1908, would set in motion a chain reaction of violence leading to the First World War.


*


Initially only three of the five great powers that met in Vienna in 1815 sought to expand their political and economic interests in the Mediterranean region: Russia, France and Britain. Russia’s trade was restricted because its only ports with access to world markets – in the Baltic and the White Sea – were icebound for the winter months. Until the late 1770s, Russia had no access to the Black Sea. Even after that was achieved in 1774, it had no permanent access into the Mediterranean and its markets. Passage through the Bosphorus and the Dardanelles (the ‘Turkish Straits’) was often prevented by the Ottomans, with whom Russia had been at war three times in living memory.6 Consequently, successive Tsars, statesmen and intellectuals believed that a breakthrough into the Mediterranean was essential.


After 1815, the defining features of French imperialism began to emerge. First, there was a determination to recover and maintain what was left of France’s pre-revolutionary colonial possessions outside Europe. This objective was partly achieved by agreements made during the Congress of Vienna. Second, as French historian Henry Laurens points out, ‘since there could be no question of a military venture within Europe, the Mediterranean became the outlet’.7 France’s Mediterranean strategy was to re-establish a land-based empire. This ambition now extended to the whole of the Maghreb, Egypt and Lebanon where French Catholic missionaries were already providing support and assistance to its Christian (Maronite) minority.


Britain’s ‘Bluewater Empire’ in the Mediterranean had been created during the Republican and Napoleonic wars. Extending eastwards from Gibraltar (captured from Spain in 1704) and for a time including the island of Menorca, it stretched to strategically positioned Malta (captured from the French in 1800), and from there to Corfu and the other Greekpopulated Ionian Islands (also taken from the French in 1814). Along this maritime highway and as far as Beirut, Britain established consular bases and trading posts which were already providing outlets for its burgeoning exports trades, principally textiles, and income from its rapidly expanding merchant marine.


But it was India, where that old ‘gunpowder empire’ of the Mughals had largely crumbled away, that Britain valued as its principal imperial possession. When the Mughal emperor was prevailed upon to lease the vastly rich province of Bengal to the East India Company in 1765 the rents extracted from its peasants became an enormous British cash-cow.8 According to Henry Laurens, ‘Bengal defined the Indian routes as the new geopolitical axes which would dominate the next two centuries of history in the Old World.’9 And those ‘Indian routes’ passed through the Mediterranean.


From the late eighteenth century onwards, Britain’s politicians, state officials and military men believed that maintaining – and when possible, increasing – the flow of revenues from India was of crucial importance to Britain’s economic welfare, and behaved as such. In turn, this meant defending the so-called ‘overland’ route to India which stretched from Alexandria to Cairo, across the Isthmus of Suez, through the Red Sea and into the ‘Persian’ Gulf, providing a faster means of communication between Britain and India than the older sea route down the coast of Africa, round the Cape and across the Indian Ocean.*


In spite of the emerging three-cornered rivalry between Russia, France and Britain, there was one overriding common interest shared among all the participants of the Vienna Congress, one which, more than any other factor, led them to ‘turn south’ against the Islamic Mediterranean. Since the sixteenth century the Muslims had dominated the Great Sea itself. They demanded both money and arms from the Europeans as the price for trading in ‘their sea’, in return for which they agreed ‘treaties’ and issued ‘passports’. Woe betide any merchant ships whose nation refused to play by these rules. Emerging swiftly from their Mediterranean strongholds, the ‘Barbary corsairs’ would pillage them and enslave their crews.


*


The Safavids, Moghuls and Mataram sultans disappeared from history at the end of the eighteenth century. Yet Mouradgea d’Ohsson, the most reliable contemporary Christian authority on the Ottoman state, religion and society, still described it, admiringly, to the King of Sweden as ‘a Great Empire’.10 These words were echoed in 2004 when the British historian Christopher Bayly described the eighteenth-century Ottoman Empire as ‘a powerful world class entity’.11


However, in Britain, from the 1950s to the early 1970s, a very different and darker portrait of the eighteenth-century Ottoman Empire was being drawn by both academic historians and those writing in a more popular historical genre. It would have a lengthy impact upon how the West viewed Islamic society.


In 1951, the great pre-war Middle-East scholar H. A. R. Gibb and his colleague Harold Bowen depicted the eighteenth-century Ottoman Empire with a relentlessly negative perspective, setting the tone for a succession of ‘decline’ and ‘degeneration’ histories. According to Gibb, ‘Instead of inspiring its members to earn merit by the exercise of talent and virtue’, the Ottoman state, ‘taught them they must look to corruption for advancement and might safely neglect their duties.’ It had become only ‘an engine of feeble tyranny’.12 Such views became the received wisdom. As one Turkish historian has put it, this body of literature ‘framed late Ottoman history in a narrative of imperial collapse to the relentless drumbeat of the march of progress – usually associated with Westernisation, nationalism and secularisation’.13


Since the 1980s there has been a florescence of writing on the Ottoman Empire and the Near East generally. With a few exceptions this new literature has studiously avoided the whole question of ‘the impact of the West’ which so dominated the Eurocentric, Christian-centric and deterministic approaches associated with the ‘Eastern Question’* school of historical writing. As another historian has concluded, ‘there was nothing inevitable about the way the Eastern Question developed and no historical ordinance which decreed the Ottoman Empire should disappear’.14


While the desire of modern scholars to avoid the prejudices of the past is admirable, it has inevitably left a gap: because both the Ottoman Empire and the Sultanate of Morocco did suffer certain critical disadvantages compared to ‘the West’ (disadvantages rarely mentioned in the literature), and they were eventually conquered by ‘the West’. The disadvantages will become clear as my own narrative progresses; for now, they can be briefly summarised as follows: manpower, money and materials.


We can also include the fact that the Ottoman Empire was itself an empire which brought with it fissures and weaknesses. The ruling Turks had an uneven and sometimes hostile relationship with their fellow Muslims – Arabs, Berbers and Kuloğlus – which could impede resistance to European encroachment and attacks. However, this was by no means a universal tendency, as we shall see.


The most serious lacuna in the new literature on the Ottoman Empire is the absence of any reference to imperialism. With one notable exception, in the numerous historical works on the Islamic Mediterranean published over the past thirty years or so, the word ‘imperialism’ simply does not appear. This is not deliberate or ideological. But it is all the more surprising since, as long ago as 1975, the German historian Winfried Baumgart wrote, ‘The carving-out of peripherally located regions (Tunisia, Egypt, Tripoli, Bosnia, regions in the Caucasus) from the Ottoman Empire definitely is imperialism.’15 If, as the French historian Henry Laurens has argued, it was the Mediterranean which became the fault line between Europe and Islam, it was also the Mediterranean – not Africa, as has been often assumed16 – which was the most politically important region of European imperialist activity from the eighteenth to the early twentieth century, and, in particular, the fulcrum of the greatest inter-imperialist rivalry.


Unfortunately, the waters have been muddied by the repeated application of the term ‘African’ to the most important targets of British and French imperialism in the later nineteenth and early twentieth centuries: Tunisia, Egypt, Libya and Morocco. But while we commonly refer to these as ‘North Africa’ and their historical development cannot be disentangled from the ties of trade, migration and religion which have crossed that great boundary, the Sahara, historians like Braudel and Abulafia have shown us that in their economy, climate, ecology and culture they are also part of a world which has its centre in a different boundary – the great Mediterranean Sea.


*


Over the past two decades there has been a plethora of historical writing on the origins of the Great War. Much of this literature has acknowledged the need – to use the words of Canadian historian Margaret MacMillan – ‘to balance the currents of the past with the human beings who bobbed along on them’.17 Understanding the latter is the easier part: we have their memoirs, diaries, speeches, etc. Determining the ‘currents of the past’ is far more difficult. How do we select the more powerful currents from the weaker ones, or those which seemed stronger but whose waves broke and their waters ebbed harmlessly away? And how far back in time do we need to look to see those currents forming? These, of course, are the perennial tasks of the historian.


On this subject let us refer, briefly, to V. I. Lenin’s famous text, Imperialism, the Latest Stage of Capitalism,18 a work which has been described as providing ‘a theoretical analysis …of the genesis of war in Europe after 1900’19 (my emphasis). Using data he took from John Hobson’s 1902 Imperialism and other sources, he concluded that, by 1900, ‘the whole world had been divided up’20 between the great powers during the preceding era of colonialism between 1870 and 1890. Lenin’s ‘Imperialism’ was therefore the ‘re-partitioning’ of a world that had already been ‘partitioned’.


However, Lenin wasn’t consistent here, because he also concedes that by 1900 the world hadn’t been entirely partitioned between the great imperialist powers and there was also a continuing struggle to divide up what was left. Lenin identifies a class of ‘semi-colonial’ countries ‘like Persia, China and Turkey [i.e. the Ottoman Empire]’,21 of which the Ottoman Empire was already ‘on the way’ to becoming a colony, and he concluded: ‘It is natural that the struggle for these semi-independent countries should have become particularly bitter … when the rest of the world had already been divided up.’22


Lenin is never clear about the causal connections between what he calls ‘monopoly and finance capital’, post-1900 ‘imperialism’, and the outbreak of the Great War. However, he was correct to see the very end of the nineteenth century as the beginning of the most intense period of inter-imperialist rivalry (as did the great non-Marxist historian of imperialism, William Langer),23 and recognise that the rivalry over ‘what was left to divide up’ was extremely fierce.


Part Four of the book demonstrates that it was in what remained of the Ottoman Empire and the ‘empire’ of Morocco that this struggle became most intense. It shows that between 1908 and 1913 this old Islamic world was destroyed in a chain reaction of inter-imperialist rivalry and violence which finally exploded in the First World War.


The Mediterranean, imperialism, inter-imperialist rivalry, and its ultimate, disastrous consequences: these are the historical parameters which frame the narrative of the book. But there is another, not so explicit, but equally important.


If one examines the narrative literature on British imperialism published over the past thirty years or so (and most of the literature on imperialism is about British Imperialism – and written by British historians), what is evident is the absence of any consideration of the actual historical process of conquest. As a consequence the reactions, experiences and beliefs of those who were subjugated by imperialism, those who were ‘on the other side’, are largely ignored. As one American historian put it, ‘Often the voices of the invaded are silent. We look in vain for their reactions to the trauma of invasion and occupation.’24


This is reflected in the titles of the many books about British imperialism: almost invariably the actual word ‘imperialism’ is absent (as is the word ‘capitalism’).25 Instead what we get is ‘Empire’: Empire, the British Imperial Experience,26 Unfinished Empire,27 The Empire Project,28 and so on. In one example of this conventional historical genre the word ‘imperial’ is considered acceptable, but ‘imperialism’ is not. Writing in 2002 in the preface to the third edition of his 1976 work Britain’s Imperial Century 1815–1914, the Cambridge Professor Ronald Hyam remarked approvingly: ‘One of the features of the book is that it steers clear of contentious “isms”. It is written without resort to those vague and emotive words “imperialism”, “colonialism” and “capitalism”’, adding rather extraordinarily, ‘Even “racism” is avoided.’29


Of course, ‘imperialism’ and ‘empire’ have very different connotations. ‘Empire’ implies a settled state of affairs, a fait accompli, an end product to be explained, analysed, evaluated. ‘Imperialism’ suggests something very different: conquest, expropriation, resistance, violence, cruelty, exploitation and racism. So in my narrative I shall try to give voice to those who were on the ‘other side’, who actually experienced conquest and resisted imperialism, colonialism, capitalism and racism.


This isn’t easy because the vast majority of these ‘voices’ were illiterate. However, at least we can tell the stories – and occasionally hear the actual voices – of those who led them. Men like Cezayirli Gazi Hasan Paşa, the courageous Admiral of the Ottoman fleet whose determination robbed a Russian fleet of total victory in the Mediterranean; ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti, the Egyptian historian who witnessed and recorded Napoleon’s occupation; Hamdan ben Othman Khoja, the Kuloğlu notable and publicist who fought the French occupation of Algeria with the pen; Jamal al-Din al-Afghani, the ‘modernist’ Muslim scholar who opposed British domination in Egypt; ‘Umar al-Mukhtar, the Bedouin chieftain who fought against the Italian invasion of Cyrenaica (eastern Libya); and many others.


Sea of Troubles shows that, in the Mediterranean, post-1900 ‘imperialism’ was not only the consequence of the ‘colonialism’ of 1870–1900, but was the final act in a more than century-long era of European expansion: an era when the Christian powers to the north of the Great Sea began to probe the internal weaknesses of the ageing civilisation on its southern and eastern shores. This historical trajectory began – albeit with failure – in the last part of the eighteenth century. But it resumed after 1815 as the development of capitalism enabled the European powers to utilise their superiority in manpower, money and materials to slowly dominate that old world on their doorstep, politically, financially and territorially. As the Europeans wrestled with their conflicting imperialist objectives and their numbers and rivalry increased, they had no idea that their actions would eventually result in the conflagration which those same powers, meeting in Vienna in 1815, had vowed would never happen again. Those ‘currents of the past’ may indeed form a long time before their waves finally break.





 


_________________


* ‘Concert’: A now archaic noun meaning ‘agreement’, ‘conference’ or ‘convention’ with the implication that it is of a permanent or continuing nature.


* A corsair was a state-sanctioned pirate. In the European world they were known as ‘privateers’. In the Mediterranean both Muslims and Christians used corsairs to prey upon each other’s merchant shipping. The majority of the Christian corsairs were from the Knights of Malta, who also made great use of captured Muslim slaves.


* Before the opening of the Suez Canal there were actually two main ‘overland’ routes to and from British India: the one described above and the other, less frequently used, through Baghdad and Persia.


* The term ‘Eastern Question’ emerged in European political and historical discourse in the mid-nineteenth century and continued in use until the 1960s. Its usage conveyed the idea of the Ottoman Empire as a dying entity whose decay and carve-up had to be somehow ‘managed’ by the European powers.





PART ONE


C. 1750 – C. 1815


One only calls a man a ‘Turk’ if he is brutal and coarse … All the people of the Empire are designated only by the collective name ‘Ottomans’ … And they cannot understand why, in Europe, they are called Turks.


IGNATIUS MOURADGEA D’OHSSON
(1788)





CHAPTER 1


The Islamic and Christian Worlds of the Eighteenth-Century Mediterranean




In this enlightened century the only things known about the Ottoman Empire are its size, its geographical position, never what is behind this colossus. Political analysis has not penetrated, nor even perceived the motor forces which drive this great machine, only the results, not the causes. For most writers the illusion and error which result from long distance, superficial and brief observations have only presented phantoms.1





The man who wrote these words, Ignatius Mouradgea d’Ohsson,* was an Armenian Catholic, born in Istanbul in 1740, an Ottoman citizen and senior translator at the Swedish embassy.2 As such, he was a protégé (protected person), one of a privileged group of Ottoman citizens who, by virtue of their attachment to a European embassy, enjoyed exemption from taxation and the majority of Ottoman judicial procedures.† Perhaps surprisingly for a Christian, Mouradgea was an admirer of the Ottoman Empire, and his unfavourable comments about certain ‘writers’ were presumably aimed at the eighteenth-century ‘Enlightenment’ discourse about the ‘Orient’. The keynote of the Enlightenment, especially in its French version, was its attack on religious obscurantism and the extremes of absolute monarchy; but when French travellers and soldiers spent time in the Ottoman Empire – men like the Comte de Volney (1757–1820) and the Hungarian-born French military officer François Baron de Tott (1733–1793) – they viewed it through the prism of this critique of their own country and its institutions. As we shall see, most of the orientalist tropes found in the ‘degeneration and decline’ literature (‘oriental despotism’, ‘fanaticism’, ‘corruption’, etc.), which were noted in the Introduction, can be traced back to this Enlightenment image of the Islamic world.3


Mouradgea was not a visitor but an Ottoman born and bred, and living in an age when relations between the upper classes of the different religious and ethnic groups within the Empire were relatively harmonious. At the same time he considered himself to be a man of the Enlightenment. But, even as a Christian, he was nevertheless determined to reject those prejudiced accounts of what he considered his own nation. In his great unfinished work, Tableau Général de l’Histoire Othoman, whose first volumes were published in French in 1788, he presented what is the most reliable description of the religious, legal and institutional structures of the later eighteenth-century Ottoman Empire. And although he was not averse to offering criticisms, he not only took an optimistic view as to the Empire’s future progress but he argued that, whatever its faults, these were derived neither from the religion of Islam, nor from its laws, but merely from popular prejudices.4


Mouradgea would have been a teenager, learning his trade at the side of his translator father Ohannes, when, on 30 October 1757, they brought Prince Mustafa from the Cage. As cages go, Istanbul’s kafes, in which Mustafa had been incarcerated for the past twenty-seven years, was less a forbidding prison than a modest place of compulsory confinement – a small, two-storey suite of rooms within the fourth court of the imperial Topkapı Palace. A marble terrace looked out across a small garden to the confluence of the Bosphorus with the waterway of the Golden Horn. The Cage had originally been surrounded by a high wall with no windows; but Mustafa’s predecessor and eldest cousin, Sultan Osman III (r. 1754–57), had somewhat improved conditions in the kafes, to make it more open and less oppressive. Indeed, on occasion, Mustafa and his fellow royal prisoners were allowed excursions to other imperial palaces, albeit they were shut up in a similar fashion once they got there. In the rather understated words of M. Jean-Claude Flachat, a French merchant resident in Istanbul, it was an experience which would ‘make a welcome change for them’.5 Moreover, the old practice of denying the inmates of the kafes the company of women – in case they fathered any children – had now been abolished, although the small number of concubines they were permitted were sterilised to achieve the same objective.


The kafes was an innovation of the early seventeenth century. It replaced an earlier custom whereby each new sultan had all his remaining brothers and half-brothers strangled with a silken cord.6 The practice had originally been introduced by Sultan Mehmed II, the conqueror of Constantinople in 1453,* and its rationale, in Mehmed’s own words, was ‘for the order of the World’; in other words to prevent deadly sibling rivalry leading to destructive civil wars. This radical solution reached its apogee at the accession of Mehmed III on 28 January 1595, when a record nineteen male siblings met this fate.7 However, by the early seventeenth century it was realised that, in the event of the reigning sultan having no surviving male offspring, mass fratricide carried the attendant risk of wiping out the whole Ottoman dynasty.


Accordingly, it was decided that a less drastic manner of avoiding conflict over the succession should be introduced. And so in 1622 the kafes was built, into which all the reigning sultan’s younger siblings would be consigned. Accession to the sultanate was henceforth determined by the so-called ‘rule of elderness’, whereby all the males within an older generation were exhausted before the succession of the male of the next generation.8 Consequently, in each of the following twenty-one successions, there were relatively few instances of a son inheriting the throne. One or other of the reigning sultan’s surviving brothers could now theoretically get his turn in the succession, but they might be queuing in the kafes for decades, languishing in a waiting room of potential Ottoman emperors, most of whom would never live long enough to achieve that lofty eminence.


However, for the forty-year-old Mustafa emerging from his place of confinement, his time had finally come. On his release from the kafes, he would have first been met by the green-turbaned şeyhülislam (the most senior Muslim cleric) and the current grand vezir, Mehmed Ragıb Paşa, in his rich, sable-trimmed, full-length white robe and towering, pointed white turban. Present also would have been the silihdar, resplendent in his scarlet coat, conical, pointed, scarlet hat and magnificent mustachios, who was charged with carrying the sultan’s sword over his left shoulder, and the sixty or so members of the imperial divan (State Council).
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Portrait of Sultan Mustafa III (r. 1757–74)
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Senior Officers of the Sultan’s Court c. 1797





After the customary distribution of gifts to the divan and the minting of new coins, Mustafa was conveyed in the imperial galley up the Golden Horn to the mosque complex of Eyüp (Job), reputed to be the burial place of the Prophet Muhammad’s friend and standard bearer, killed sometime around 677 CE during the first Arab siege of Constantinople. There, in a ceremony equivalent to coronation, Mustafa was girded by the şeyhülislam with the sword of Osman Gazi, the founder of the Ottoman dynasty. Henceforth, according to historic practice, he became the Sultan Mustafa III, Padishah of Islam,9 Servitor of the Two Holy Places (Mecca and Medina), the Shadow of God on Earth, and recipient of many other honorific titles.


Incarceration in the kafes for a lengthy period, accompanied only by selected palace eunuchs, mutes and sterile concubines, was hardly conducive to acquiring the knowledge and experience required for the successful governance of a great empire. Indeed, Mustafa’s predecessor had proved a particularly inept ruler in an age when the Empire dearly needed a firm and decisive sultan. Osman III’s ministers must have therefore considered it a blessing when he died from apoplexy on 30 October 1757 on receiving news of a particularly grievous catastrophe to afflict the Empire: a few weeks earlier the annual pilgrimage caravan to Mecca and Medina carrying the sultan’s mahmal (banner) had been attacked by Bedouin tribes on its return journey to Damascus and had virtually been annihilated. The thousands of dead, left helpless to die in the desert, included one of Osman’s sisters.10


According to Baron de Tott, later artillery advisor to the Ottoman government, Mustafa III was welcomed to the throne because ‘the great believed him weak and that they could easily govern him’;11 but at least Mustafa was well educated. He had survived his years of incarceration reasonably well: in captivity he had studied mathematics, medicine and literature and had developed some proficiency in writing poetry. And although he lost no time in enjoying the sybaritic life of the court and its entertainments, he took a greater interest in the running of the Empire than many previous sultans, a task in which he received considerable support from his capable grand vezir, Mehmed Ragıb Paşa, kinsman and close friend. Indeed, de Tott, who accompanied the French minister plenipotentiary M. Charles de Vergennes to Istanbul in May 1755, while generally prejudiced against all things Ottoman, gives a surprisingly even-handed portrait of the man he refers to in his memoirs as the ‘famous’ Ragıb Paşa.




Ragıb combined an attractive personality with great strength of character. Never did a grand vezir better possess the talents necessary for the role. He could corrupt with skill and intimidate the boldest. Treacherous and immoral, he was also very able and a master of self-control.





And because of his great experience in matters of state




He found everyone ready to carry out his wishes and one soon noticed that his long experience of authority allowed him to exercise it with a strangely light touch.12





The matters of state with which Grand Vezir Ragıb Paşa was entrusted encompassed a Mediterranean world whose political geography was very different from the pattern of nation states that would emerge between the mid-nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Since the crossing of the Dardanelles from Asia in 1352 by Sultan Orhan (r. 1324–60) the Ottomans had become a major European state encompassing the Balkans and Hungary. They had been forced to abandon much previously conquered European territory after their defeat at the Siege of Vienna in 1683. Nevertheless, during the first three decades of the eighteenth century, the Ottomans made a modest recovery. They defeated the Russians under their Tsar Peter the Great on the River Pruth in 1711, drove Venice out of the Greek Peloponnese and Crete in 1715. And at the Treaty of Belgrade in 1739 they recovered Belgrade itself, previously lost to the Austrians. In addition to their Balkan territories, the Islamic Empire of the Ottoman Turks, together with its tribute-paying vassals, controlled around four-fifths of the Mediterranean Sea’s coastline and hinterlands. Consequently by the mid-eighteenth century the Ottomans were still one of the world’s greatest powers.13 As French historian Fernand Braudel described it, ‘unquestionably … a world-economy’,14 or as Ignatius Mouradgea simply put it in the dedication to the King of Sweden of his great Tableau, ‘a Great Empire’.15


The Empire’s administrative structure, in which Ragıb Paşa was now the most senior government minister, was based on large provinces known as eyalets to which the sultan appointed governor-generals (valis or beylerbeyis) usually with the honorific title paşa (pasha). Each eyalet was divided into a number of sancaks (provinces) headed by a district governor, usually addressed as bey or emir depending on the geographical location.


The provincial valis, together with a range of lower-ranking administrators, the army and the various categories of the ulema (Muslim clergy and judiciary) traditionally belonged to the Ottoman ‘nobility’, the tax-exempt askeris (literally ‘soldiers’). Those they ruled – the peasants, artisans, merchants, servants and urban workers, whether Muslim or non-Muslim – belonged to the tax-paying class, the reaya (Ar. ra‘aya) composed of non-askeri Muslim Turks, Muslim Arabs, Christian Arabs (of various denominations), Tatars, Berbers, Kurds and Jews.


Like the other two ‘Gunpowder Empires’ (the Mughal and the Safavid), the Ottoman state was patrimonial. The sultan was an absolute ruler and most of the land was his personal possession. The reaya peasants, who were settled on sultan’s land, paid a tithe, typically 10 per cent of the value of their annual harvest. In addition male non-Muslims paid the cizye or poll tax, a payment in lieu of the fact that non-Muslims were not required to serve in the armed forces. The tithe and cizye were collected by a cavalry officer (sipahi) of askeri status. Under this system known as timar, the timarlı used the tithe to support himself and his entourage and, apart from the cizye which had to be handed over to the state, paid his own ‘tax’ to the sultan in the form of military service, when required. Although the system had feudal-like features, it was not a heritable landholding and could be revoked at the sultan’s will if the military service required was not deemed sufficient.
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Lesser Officers of the Sultan’s Court c. 1797
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EYALETS AND AUTONOMOUS PROVINCES OF THE OTTOMAN EMPIRE C. 1795





The patrimonial Ottoman state was ruled by a roughly 1,000-strong bureaucracy. Its members were originally drawn from Christian converts who, together with the standing army and the senior ulema, were known as kapıkulus (lit. slaves of the state). However, by the eighteenth century the link to Christian converts had largely disappeared and the roughly 55,000 kapıkulus based in Istanbul were almost entirely Muslims of the askeri strata, of which around 15,000 were ‘palace dependents’ including the bureaucracy and their households and around 40,000 Janissaries.16


One such was the Grand Vezir Ragıb Paşa, whom we have already met. As ‘chief executive’ of the Empire he was in charge of the two main branches of government, the first and most important of which was the chancery with a staff of around 155, headed by the grand vezir himself. It was situated at the Bab-ı Ali (‘The High Door’, or ‘Sublime Porte’) leading to the outermost court of the Topkapı Palace.* The second main branch of the bureaucracy was the department of financial affairs, with a staff of about 870, headed by a baş deftedar (chief financial officer).17


Ragıb Paşa’s biography is quite well known to historians, partly because his term of office was memorable as a period when the Empire was completely at peace, and partly because he also distinguished himself as a poet whose works were collected posthumously and published.18 He was born Mehmed Ragıb in Istanbul in 1698 into a family of middle-ranking askeris. His father, Sevki Mustafa Effendi, was a clerk in the finance department. From an early age Mehmed Ragıb showed himself to be a brilliant child, excelling in foreign languages and rapidly mastering the ornate and complex fasih Türkçe (eloquent Turkish), the medium of communication among his fellow court bureaucrats, with its more than 80 per cent archaic linguistic borrowings from Arabic and Persian.19 Elsewhere ordinary Turks spoke the vernacular kaba Türkçe (rough Turkish) or one of at least two-dozen other indigenous languages in regular use throughout Ottoman-controlled territory.


Mehmed Ragıb was first appointed grand vezir on 12 January 1757 by Mustafa III’s predecessor, Osman III, but continued in this position after Osman’s death ten months later because – as Baron de Tott acknowledged – he was widely respected for his experience and sound judgement. Also presumably because in 1753 he had married a widowed sister of Mustafa, Saliha Sultana, thereby cementing a close and enduring friendship between the two men. As grand vezir, Mehmed Ragıb was ennobled with the highest rank after the sultan himself, a paşa of three horsetails. However, as with all the kapikulus, his wealth and possessions belonged to the sultan; and on his death they were appropriated by his master, Mustafa III, thereby causing financial disaster to Ignatius Mouradgea’s patron and father-in-law, who had lent large sums to Ragıb Paşa.20


In the same year that Mustafa III became Ottoman sultan, a new ruler, Muhammad bin ‘Abdallah, (r. 1757–90), commonly known as Sidi Muhammad, came to power in Morocco, the only Muslim state in the Mediterranean which had never been absorbed into the empire of the Turks. The fact that Morocco survived as a separate, independent Islamic polity was, in large part, a consequence of its topography and, to a lesser extent, its ethnic identity. It was a land segmented by the range of near-impassable Atlas Mountains running from the southwest to the northeast; an Atlantic coastline protected it from the west. Indeed, although Morocco’s Mediterranean coastline is about 500 kilometres long, this is less than half that of its approximately 1,335-kilometre Atlantic coastline.


To the southeast of the Atlas range is a land of palm oases and desert gradually merging into the Sahara. It was from this frontier region, with its historic trade routes stretching as far south as West Africa’s rich resources of gold and slaves, that the Alaouite forebears of Sultan Sidi Muhammad emerged to conquer and rule Morocco and its historic capital, Fez. Indeed, for centuries the rulers of Morocco had looked to West Africa rather than the Mediterranean to pursue their territorial ambitions. By the early eighteenth century their sub-Saharan possessions had been abandoned, but Morocco’s rulers still referred to themselves as ‘emperors’.


Although the Arabs had conquered most of Morocco and had Islamised and Arabised their peoples and language, its peoples retained their indigenous Berber culture and appearance. By the eighteenth century they often showed markedly African characteristics, the heritage of those earlier sub-Saharan conquests. Morocco’s Atlas Mountains were peopled, on their lower levels, by three Berber tribal confederations, identified by the great Medieval Arab historian Ibn Khaldun (1332–1406) as the Sanhaja, the Zanata and the Masmuda. The other distinctive ethnic population of Morocco were the Moors, descendants of the Spanish Muslims who had been expelled from, or had fled, their own country in the late fifteenth and early sixteenth centuries. Fired by an intense hatred of all Christians, they settled on the Mediterranean and Atlantic coasts, where many became corsairs who preyed upon Christian merchant ships.


An estimated total of around 25 million people lived in the Ottoman Empire at the end of the eighteenth century. There do not appear to be any reliable estimates of the religious composition of this population. The first attempt at an official census (and one containing data on religious affiliation) wasn’t taken until 1831, by Sultan Mahmud II (r. 1808–39). However, it was restricted to enumerating the adult male inhabitants liable to taxation and covered only the eyalets of Rumelia and Anatolia. In total, it showed that only two-thirds of the population were Muslims. In the Balkans, Muslims constituted 37 per cent of the total, with Greek Orthodox Christians making up 59 per cent, Roma at 2.2 per cent, Jews at 0.9 per cent and Armenians at 0.3 per cent. For Anatolia (the Turkish heartland) Muslims constituted 83 per cent, although the proportion of Greek Orthodox, living mainly in the coastal cities like Izmir (Smyrna), was a sizeable 15 per cent.21


The eighteenth-century Christian states of Mediterranean Europe had a geopolitical configuration very different from that of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Greece and the Greek islands were an integral part of the Ottoman Empire and would remain so until 1832. The Austrian Empire (which would become landlocked after 1918) had outlets to the Mediterranean at the port-cities of Trieste and Rijeka (Fiume) at the head of the Adriatic, dating from the inauguration of Trieste by the Habsburg Emperor Charles VI in 1719. In 1797 Austria-Hungary obtained Venice (previously captured by France) and its colony Dalmatia on the Adriatic coast, to which the ancient independent republic of Ragusa (Dubrovnik), also previously occupied by the French, was added by the Congress of Vienna in 1815. Britain, which had seized Gibraltar in 1704, also held the island of Menorca between 1798 and 1802, when it was returned to Spain. Italy was divided into eleven individual polities of which the three largest in area were the Kingdom of Naples/Sicily, the Papal States and Venice. Two other Italian states, Tuscany and Palma, belonged to the Austrian (Habsburg) Empire. Only the Mediterranean borders of Spain and France have remained broadly unchanged since the eighteenth century.


France’s population has been put at 23.8 million in 1730, rising to 28.6 million by 1789.22 In Spain the population was around 7.6 million in 1717, rising to 10.5 million in 1797.23 England (and Wales) – admittedly not a Mediterranean power, but with a presence in the Mediterranean – experienced a population increase from 6.2 million in 1750 to 8.21 million in 1791,24 while the first ‘modern’ census of 1801 showed the population of England and Wales to be 9.4 million, including the country’s armed forces. Russia, also geographically distant from the Mediterranean, would nevertheless be a player in the region’s political and military affairs from the late eighteenth century onwards. Its population was around 15–17.5 million in the first half of the eighteenth century, but increased considerably towards the end of the century as a result of territorial acquisitions, especially in Poland.


Governments of the day generally felt that a large and growing population was beneficial to the state, in particular because it was a reservoir of manpower for the armed forces in an age when warfare had become almost endemic. The great French military engineer the Comte de Vauban (1633–1707) wrote that ‘The greatness of Kings … is measured in the number of their subjects’; and the Prussian military theorist Carl von Clausewitz (1780–1831) considered that superiority in military manpower was ‘the most general principle of victory’.25 With this in mind, a simple comparison of population size between the Ottoman Empire and the Mediterranean Christian states is revealing. Even if we restrict the comparison to Spain, France, the Italian states and the Austrian Empire (omitting Britain and Russia), and even if we make the comparison with the total population of the Ottoman Empire (including its non-Mediterranean provinces), then it is still clear that the potential human military resources of the Christian Mediterranean states were nearly three times those of the Turks’ Islamic empire. And if we were to include the British and Russians then the comparison would look even more threatening to the Ottomans.


The discrepancy in military manpower was actually even greater than the figures for total populations reveal. The non-Muslim population of the Ottoman Empire (mainly Orthodox Christians and Jews) were dhimmis, protected but discriminated-against ‘second class citizens’. They were allowed freedom of worship but did not serve in the army. Instead they had to pay the additional cizye (poll tax). As already noted, the proportion of the total population of the eighteenth-century Ottoman Empire who were non-Muslims is unknown, but from the scanty data in the 1831 religious census it would have made the Empire’s effective military capacity vis-avis the Christian world even weaker than the total state population figures indicate.


Although other factors (recruitment problems, desertion, etc.) played a part, these basic demographic and religious considerations must have been the principal cause of the strikingly weak numbers enrolled in the Ottoman armed forces (army and navy). With only 150,000 men, in 1780 the Ottoman forces were lower than Russia (427,000), France (268,000), Austria (253,000), England (198,000) and Prussia (181,000). Only Spain (126,000) and the Dutch Republic (49,000) were smaller. In contrast, in 1700 Ottoman military manpower had been greater than any one of the major European states.26


Fortunately for the Ottomans, France, arguably the most powerful European state in the eighteenth century, had been a de facto ally of the Ottomans since the sixteenth, when both had begun a lengthy series of wars with the Austro-Spanish Habsburg Empire – little evidence of the so-called ‘Clash of Civilisations’ so recently popularised. As long as these conditions prevailed and the Ottomans did not get drawn into the Christians’ wars, then the arithmetic of population size is less significant. Rivalry between the states of Christian Europe – and in the nineteenth century this meant Russia, Britain and France – would therefore be a crucial precondition for the Ottoman Empire’s survival, as it was for the ‘empire’ of Morocco.


Urbanisation in the Islamic Mediterranean appears to have been surprisingly high.27 In the Mediterranean Region there was a rough comparability in size between Muslim and Christian cities.* In fact, in 1800 the Near East was already more urbanised than most regions of the World, with something approaching 15 per cent of the population living in towns of over 10,000.28
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A drawing of the city of Aleppo in the early eighteenth century
Aleppo was a key trading entrepôt between the Mediterranean and the East.





Eighteenth-century Muslims and Christians were born, lived, worked, consumed, fought and ultimately died (usually at an early age) in separate Mediterranean societies. But for the moment putting on one side the most obvious difference – their religious beliefs – just how different were these two societies? For example, what were their respective levels of economic development and living standards? Their distinctive patterns of social stratification? Their degrees of economic inequality?


Perhaps surprisingly – since the period would later be seen as the major turning point in world history29 – the years into which the average late-eighteenth-century European child was born were ones of growing economic deprivation. Indeed, this era has been called ‘the crisis of mass poverty’.30 This was true even of the countries which, so far, had been the ‘economic powerhouses’ of the day: England and the Netherlands. Across all of Europe the output and value of goods and agricultural produce was actually increasing, but for reasons which are still not entirely clear, population was growing much faster. In short, what today we call ‘National Income per Head’ or its equivalent, Gross Domestic Product per capita (GDP/c), was falling.*


We know this because an ingenious economic historian has been able to establish GDP (and therefore GDP/c) estimates for a number of European countries (including Mediterranean Europe) using a mixture of reconstructed data and economic theory.31 For example, between 1750 and 1780 it has been estimated that the GDP/c of the Italian states fell by 8 per cent; for France, it fell by over 5 per cent; and, in the case of Spain, by nearly 2 per cent. Surprisingly, while England’s GDP/c was considerably higher than France’s, and about the same as in the Netherlands, it too fell in the second half of the eighteenth century – by 6.5 per cent.32


Did the same trend occur in the Islamic Mediterranean? Unfortunately the data necessary to make the same calculations are unobtainable; and, in any case, the Ottoman Empire was so vast and varied that it would be difficult to make sense of any overall GDP/c figure even if it were possible to construct one.


However, it is possible to construct a proxy for GDP/c which allows us to compare ‘living standards’ between the mid-eighteenth century Christian and Islamic worlds. This ‘proxy GDP/c’ is a figure for real daily wages in particular cities,† the only solid information about living standards in many parts of the world before 1800.33 However, to use this indicator effectively we need real wages from an industry that was widespread throughout the regions studied, used the same sort of technology, and produced a broadly similar output in terms of quality. The ideal such industry is construction, and the measure taken is for both skilled and unskilled workers.34


Using this GDP/c proxy in a study of eight cities,‡ it has been shown that for the period 1750–1799 ‘Ottoman real wages were comparable to those in most parts of Europe [my emphasis] though about a third lower than those in north-western Europe.’35 Two other important conclusions can be drawn from this particular study. Real wages fell in all eight cities in the study (including London, Antwerp and Amsterdam). This is the same trend as the estimates of GDP/c for six European countries referred to above, and it confirms the accuracy of using real wages for major cities as a proxy for national GDP/c and hence ‘the average standard of living’. Second – and relevant for our particular interest in the Mediterranean region – in the later part of the eighteenth century, ‘the average standard of living’ was lower in Christian Valencia (Spain’s principal port) than in Muslim Istanbul.36


However, if we dig around there are other indicators with which we can supplement our comparison of the European and the Ottoman standard of living in the later eighteenth-century Mediterranean World. Diet, human stature, life expectancy and material culture (possessions) can all provide us with this additional information. And all these indicators, which can be drawn from a range of different locations, suggest that, like our proxy for GDP/c, there was little difference between the Southern European and Ottoman worlds.*


In addition to such indicators of the standard of living, it would be useful to have a picture of a ‘typical’ Ottoman community in the mid-eighteenth century, for example the kind of small country town of the kind equally common in the Christian Mediterranean world. To date, only one such picture exists: a study of Kastamonu, a predominantly Muslim town in Anatolia comprising around 4,000 households. From the limited information about the town’s occupations, Kastamonu appears to have been an administrative and commercial centre with a strong contingent of minor religious and judicial dignitaries and some retired military. It also housed a number of artisans and merchants involved in local trade networks which dealt in wool, cotton cloth and copperware.


From information derived from probate registers for the years 1712–60, it seems that, although there was a disparity of wealth among the town’s citizens, it was modest. Inequality was not a major issue. The richest 5 per cent of deceased householders had owned only a modest 29.7 per cent of the total wealth bequeathed.37 Moreover, the average value of an inherited estate (749.2 kuruş)* at current prices would have bought 7,700 kilos of mutton, or two to three average-sized houses, five average-sized shops, thirty horses, four adult slaves or thirty silver clocks. Consequently, the authors of this study concluded, ‘we can surmise that poverty was not a pressing problem for most’.38


However, if the concentration of wealth in a small town like Kastamonu was fairly modest, the same cannot be said of the Empire’s major cities. For example, using probate data as in the study of Kastamonu, it has been calculated that, for the period 1776–98, the richest 3 per cent of Cairo’s deceased accounted for 51 per cent of the total wealth bequeathed; and for Damascus (albeit somewhat earlier, around 1700) the richest 10 per cent of the population owned over 70 per cent of the total wealth.39 Making comparisons with cities and provinces in the eighteenth-century Christian Mediterranean world is not straightforward: the various studies have used measures of wealth drawn from, for example, annual tax liability on property rather than probate data (which are probably more accurate). Nevertheless we get estimates quite similar to those of Damascus and Cairo. For example in the provinces of Apulia, Tuscany and Piedmont (representing southern, middle and northern Italy) in 1750 the richest 10 per cent of the population owned 72, 78 and 65 per cent of the total wealth respectively.40


Who, then, were the individuals at the top of the wealth distribution pyramid in Cairo and other Ottoman cities? We might assume that they were all askeris (the tax-exempt elite). However, in the eighteenth century the link between askeri status and wealth (in land, urban property or specie money) was breaking down. From a study of the bequeathed estates of a group of deceased Istanbul askeris for the period 1750–51,41 we can single out a certain Sheikh Abdulkerim Efendi, whose legacy (before taxes and administration charges) was 5,905 silver akçes; this was barely enough to cover his outstanding debts and funeral expenses. Similarly, one Molla Hasan, whose estate was 11,587 akçes, was also one of the poorest men in the group. By their titles (effendi, molla), both men would have been officials in the religious establishment; but the wealth they bequeathed hardly compares with that of another askeri, Elhac Hüseyin, described as a ‘leather manufacturer’, whose estate was calculated to be worth 371,607 akçes.* (Why a ‘leather manufacturer’ should have been an askeri may be explained by the probability that this individual was also a Janissary soldier moonlighting in trade, a common occurrence).


At the same time non-askeris were moving up the social pyramid, amassing wealth, and with it power. Such may have been the ‘nouveaux riches’ described by Baron de Tott in the 1770s.




The riches of some persons of large property maintain, in the environment of Smyrna [Izmir], a system of independence, the progress of which increases every day. They rely principally on the power of money and this power is irresistible. It is likewise to be remarked that the efforts made by the Porte for some years to destroy one of these aghas has less terrified the rest than shown the weakness of the Despot. [My emphasis]42





These newly rich individuals are often referred to in the historical literature as ayan (Ar. a‘yan), or grand ayan.43 Of non-askeri status, or men who had acquired it corruptly through their wealth, they were mainly the product of a particularly important development during the eighteenth century: the emergence of what were, in effect, private landed estates worked by landless peasants or sharecroppers, often growing cash crops for the European market. These were typically the outcome of what has been called the ‘privatisation’ of the taxation system: the move away from the old ‘feudal’ system, known as timar, and the emergence of ‘tax-farming’. Tax farms were not all (as the name suggests) agricultural properties. For example the term might refer to the exclusive right to collect customs duties from a particular region. They were sold to the highest bidder, or group of bidders. Moreover, in some regions they became, de facto, heritable property.44 Some such tax farms were huge, and coincided with Ottoman provincial boundaries.


So far, we have seen that in a number of important respects – national income per head, living standards, food consumption, etc. – there were many similarities between the European world and that of the Islamic Mediterranean. Only in Europe’s far northwest, in England and the Netherlands, was society moving in a new direction as it became progressively more capitalistic, although even there living standards were falling.


However, there are two areas where it is usually accepted that the two societies markedly differed – the literacy rate and the development of science and technology. According to historians H. A. R. Gibb and Harold Bowen (1951), the vast majority of the population of the Islamic Mediterranean during the mid-eighteenth century ‘remained entirely illiterate’.45 A widely accepted literacy rate for the Ottoman Empire at this time is only 2 to 3 per cent.46 Compared with estimates for a range of Mediterranean Christian countries in the mid-eighteenth century (29 per cent for France, 23 per cent for the Italian states and 8 per cent for Spain)47 the Muslim figure is very low indeed.


But before we accept this apparently startling difference we need to understand how this Ottoman ‘literacy’ rate was calculated. The fact is, we don’t really know. Indeed, how could we know for such a vast and highly divergent area? Moreover, it has recently been pointed out that there are gradations of literacy. For example, in early modern Europe, many of those classed as ‘illiterate’ (because they couldn’t sign their names) could actually read: signatures did not necessarily indicate literacy.48 Indeed, the idea that Ottoman society was strictly divided between a highly literate Ottoman-Turkish-speaking askeri stratum and a uniformly illiterate reaya of vernacular-speaking country bumpkins is extremely doubtful. Nonaskeri traders and artisans needed considerable familiarity with the written word (in whatever script and vocabulary) if they were going to successfully defend their business interests.49


In addition, Islamic society was very much based on courts and legal documentation. The adjudication of trade disputes, inheritances, property transactions and family matters depended crucially on legal transactions based on the written word. Documentary evidence of ownership was required for even the smallest property transaction: deeds of ownership were often needed just to protect one’s home.50 Among the peasantry matters were probably very different; but this was also true among the peasantry of southern Europe and the Christian Mediterranean. So while we may concede that Islamic society was less literate than that of Christian Europe, it would be unwise to exaggerate the extent of the difference or place great emphasis on whether it had a critical role in that society’s economic development and ultimate survival.


It has been argued that a lower literacy rate was the consequence of the much slower adoption of printing in the Ottoman Empire. It did not become established – and then only to a limited degree – until three centuries after Johannes Gutenberg invented the moveable-type press in the German city of Mainz in 1455. Until recently, the mostly widely accepted reason for this was that the Sultan Bayezid II issued a firman (edict) banning printing in the Arabic script in 1485,* and that the ban was repeated by his successor Selim I in 1515. It is also generally assumed that the edict remained in force until printing was approved by Sultan Ahmed III (r. 1703–30) in 1727. For example, in Bernard Lewis’s The Arabs in History (1958) we read that ‘The Ottoman sultans for long banned printing in Arabic or Turkish’,51 a claim he reiterated in The Emergence of Modern Turkey (1961). It has also been generally accepted that these ‘bans’ emanated from pressure exerted by the religious establishment. For example, in a work published as recently as 2017, we not only find reference to the ‘widely known’ edicts of sultans Bayezid and Selim, but also the argument that the bans were issued because ‘The Ottoman religious establishment had significant incentive to encourage the sultan to block the printing press… [i.e.] its monopoly over the transmission of religious knowledge.’52


That the Ottomans were very slow in adopting the printing press is undeniable. And it is quite possible that this did have an impact on the spread of literacy. But for the time being two crucial points can be made. First, the most recent scholarship demonstrates that there is no reliable historical evidence for the ‘sultanic bans’ (no extant Ottoman documentation of the two firmans).53 The story emanates from one unreliable French source.* Indeed, the only extant firman of this period relating to printing is that of Sultan Murad III in 1588 authorising the importation of European books printed in the Arabic script54 – hardly an indication of any opposition to printing in Arabic script per se.


There is also no written evidence that the ulema systematically opposed printing, although, of course, individuals may have done so. Not only is there nothing in the Qur’an or the hadiths† which could be used as grounds for such an opposition, but when the first printing press was eventually established in 1727 by the Hungarian Protestant convert to Islam Ibrahim Müteferrika, religious scholars of the Ottoman Court‡ actually supported Müteferrika’s press.55 Moreover, some of those who owned printed and expensive books included religious functionaries. According to the historian Orlin Sabev, the latter is significant since it had been alleged that the religious functionaries were the traditional opponents of the printing press.56 Clearly, then, the slowness with which the Ottoman Empire adopted a print culture must have had other causes.


With regard to the secular sciences and their related technological innovations, the writers who have emphasised the backwardness of the Ottomans are on stronger ground. Even among the educated strata there seems to have been a lack of acquaintance with, or interest in, this area of human knowledge, and consequently a wider reluctance to engage with science-based technological innovation.


The libraries of the askeri were still dominated by religious texts, not only the Qur’an and hadith literature but many lesser commentaries and works of exegesis. For example, a study of the libraries of forty-four deceased members of the askeri strata in Istanbul for 1750–51 shows that 82 per cent of the 617 manuscripts and books in their possession were religious. Moreover, the situation had barely changed fifty years later: of the 1,276 manuscripts and books owned by forty-four askeris, 76 per cent dealt with religious topics. In contrast, only nine items on such subjects as geography, mathematics, natural sciences, astronomy and medicine were found in the libraries of those deceased in 1750–51 and only sixty-eight for those deceased in 1800–01.57 The British orientalist Edward Lane noted the same pattern in Cairo during the 1820s. Reviewing the libraries of educated men, he notes that ‘works on medicine, chemistry, the mathematics, algebra, and various other sciences, are comparatively very few’.58 Although the printing of non-religious books in Turkish had been authorised by the fetva (A. fatwa) of 1727, only 142 such works were actually printed in the years before 1838 and these in very small print runs.59


In the Ottoman world there were no institutions of higher secular and scientific education,60 and matters were actually far worse in the isolated ‘empire’ of Morocco. There, at the once-great centre of Islamic learning the University of Fez, the curriculum included subjects such as ‘the determination by calculation of the influence of the angels, the spirits and the stars’. This ‘science’, as the American historian F. R. Flournoy remarked, was one ‘in which few appear to have attained a high degree of proficiency’.61 In contrast, even in some of the relatively backward aristocratic states of Italy, where the universities were generally conservative and hide-bound, ‘enlightened’ members of the nobility established scientific academies during the eighteenth century. And by the latter part of the century there were also state-supported academies where public lectures were given, such as the Neapolitan Academy of Science and Letters, founded in 1778, and the Genoese Society for Arts and Manufactures, established in 1786.62 Needless to say, in England, the Netherlands and France levels of literacy, popular education and the sciences were of a different order.


It is therefore clear that by the mid-eighteenth century the Muslims had fallen behind the European Christian world in respect of nonreligious knowledge and culture, not only with respect to current scientific developments but also the intellectual achievements of much earlier Islamic eras. This is strongly suggested in the account of the famous Egyptian ‘alim (religious scholar) and historian ‘Abd al-Rahman al-Jabarti, in which he revealed his amazement at not only the richness and variety of the library which the French brought with them during their 1798 invasion, but also the ‘wondrous’ scientific equipment at their disposal. For example, he acknowledged that the French




possess extraordinary astronomical instruments of perfect construction and instruments for measuring altitudes of wondrous, amazing and precious construction. And they have telescopes for looking at the stars and measuring their heights, conjunctions, and oppositions, and the clepsydras and clocks with gradings and minutes and seconds, all of wondrous form and very precious, and the like.63





And yet, during the Middle Ages, Arab and Persian scientists had demonstrated an extensive knowledge of scientific topics and methods of constructing a wide range of scientific instruments and experimental methods.64 Why this intellectual decline occurred remains obscure and controversial. In the older literature of the ‘Eastern Question’, the apparent lack of interest in science and technology is directly attributed to Islam and its guardians – the ulema. A recent and more nuanced version of the same argument attributes Islam’s ‘scientific decline’ to developments within the evolution of Islam: specifically to the so-called ‘closing of the gates of ijtihad’ (independent religious thinking) around the ending of the first millennium,* and to the pernicious influence of the ulema ‘as the legitimating and propagating agents for Islamic rulers’.65


But before we resort to locating such major societal and cultural changes in the realms of theology, there are more fundamental factors to be explored. These are to be found in the transition of a medieval world of competing Arab caliphs and warring emirs to the vast patrimonial ‘gunpowder empire’ of the Ottomans. This is not to deny that, as late as the sixteenth century (and long after the ‘closing of the gates of ijtihad’), the Ottoman world witnessed the emergence of many brilliant individual scientists, especially in the fields of mathematics, astronomy, medicine and geography.66 But by comparison with the situation in Europe, advances in scientific thought were not accompanied by a transformation of the mode of production – in technology and the economy. And it is to the nature of the Ottomans’ ‘statal’ economy and its economic thought that we now turn.





 


_________________


* Mouradgea added the aristocratic-sounding d’Ohsson only in 1787, to impress his associates when visiting Paris.


† The protégé system – which was later much abused – was part of the so-called ‘capitulations’ agreed between the European Christian states and the Ottoman Empire. A similar system developed in the Sultanate of Morocco. See Chapter 3 and especially Chapter 23.


* Constantinople was the original Christian name for the Ottoman capital Istanbul, named after the Emperor Constantine established it as the capital of the Roman Empire in 330 ce. After its conquest by the Turks in 1453, Europeans continued to use the name Constantinople until well into the twentieth century.


* Since the chancery based at the ‘Sublime Porte’ was the leading branch of the Ottoman bureaucracy, the Christian European world used the name ‘Sublime Porte’ or simply ‘The Porte’ to mean ‘the Ottoman government’. In what follows, I shall also generally follow this tradition.


* See Appendix A.


* GDP is the sum of all incomes (wages, profits, rent, interest) received in one year. In a modern economy it is usually calculated by an accounting equivalent which is the total expenditure of a country on goods and services. It includes all household expenditure (C), government expenditure (G) and business investment expenditure (I) plus income from exports (X) minus expenditure on imports (M). In conventional macro-economic symbols, C + G + I + (X – M).


† Money wages in oz. of silver for inter-city comparability and adjusted by the cost of a typical ‘basket’ of consumption goods for comparisons between time periods.


‡ London, Antwerp, Amsterdam (Northwest Europe), Paris, Vienna, Leipzig, Warsaw (mid-Europe), Valencia (Christian Mediterranean) and Istanbul (Islamic Mediterranean). In northwest Europe real wages of both skilled and unskilled workers were the highest. However, wages of skilled construction workers were higher in Istanbul than in Paris, Vienna, Leipzig and Valencia, and wages of unskilled workers were higher in Istanbul than in Leipzig and Valencia, roughly equal to those in Paris and Vienna but less than those in Warsaw. (See charts in Özmur and Pamuk, 202, pp. 312–13.)


* See Appendix B (and A).


* The kuruş (known in the West as the piastre) was the most commonly used coin in the Ottoman Empire. Its value was fixed at 120 silver akçes (each with a metallic silver content of 0.121 grams in 1751). At mid-eighteenth century exchange rates, one £ sterling was equal to 110 kuruş and therefore 100 kuruş equalled £0.909.


* The title Elhac (Ar. Hajji) indicates that the individual has made the pilgrimage to Mecca.


* This also applied to Ottoman Turkish, since this was also written in a (modified) version of the Arabic script.


* The originator of the ‘ban’ theory was a French Franciscan priest, André Thevet (1502–1590), in a work published in Paris in 1584 (Schwartz, 2017, p. 12). In fact he claimed that the ‘bans’ were against ‘reading’ works printed in the Arabic script. Although Thevet had travelled in the Levant, he had little or no knowledge of its languages. His later works on the Americas are regarded as unreliable by anthropologists and historians.


† Reported statements and authorisations of the Prophet.


‡ For example, Şeyhulislam Yenişehirli Abdullah Efendi, Şeyhulislam Mevlana Efendi, Mevlana Esad, Sheikh of the Kasimpaşa Mevlevi (Sufi) lodge.


* Ijtihad is the exercise of a jurist’s independent thought in situations where the Qur’an and hadiths do not provide a clear decision. Its opposite is taqlid (tradition or precedent).





CHAPTER 2


The Ottoman ‘Economic Mind’: Technology, Innovation, Industry and Trade


During his confinement in the kafes, Mustafa III would have been taught that an Ottoman sultan had an obligation of great importance and antiquity. All sultans were obliged to practice hisba, an Islamic concept which can be loosely translated as ‘accountability’ or ‘responsibility’, a divinely sanctioned duty of the ruler to intervene in society to ‘command the right and forbid the wrong’, a duty enjoined by a similar phrase in the Qur’an.


One of the most important aspects of hisba was exemplified by the Ottoman economic system. Ottoman political economy was based on the precept that the state was responsible for maintaining a social and economic equilibrium favourable to collecting the maximum fiscal revenue, yet also subject to the continued well-being of the reaya (tax-paying classes) and the Empire’s internal peace and security.1 It is exemplified in the popular expression, ‘A ruler can have no power without soldiers; no soldiers without money; no money without the well-being of the subjects; and no well-being without justice’,2 sometimes known as the ‘circle of equity’. As such, it was a model which ‘partially stifled competition (and efficiency/growth) for the sake of economic stability and a certain level of equity for those established within its boundaries’.3 Indeed, the Turkish historian Halil İnalcık goes as far as describing the Ottoman economic system as a form of ‘welfare state’.4 It is important not to discount the extent to which the sultan’s duty of hisba had real meaning for the urban population of large Ottoman cities. As we shall see, on the one occasion when a sultan and his entourage displayed an open disregard for social justice and the expected degree of moderation in his personal spending, Istanbul came the closest to a genuine social revolution as it would in its entire history.


The dominant mode of production in the eighteenth-century Ottoman Empire was artisanal. The everyday needs of the people were supplied by small-scale craftsmen, much as they still were in Europe. However, there was one important difference. One of the most important objectives of the Ottoman ‘statal economy’ was to provide a basic minimum standard of living for the mass of the ordinary people, especially that huge artisan class of Istanbul and other great Ottoman cities. This meant a far greater degree of state intervention in the market than was the case in Europe. In essence, the Ottoman economy was ‘provisionist’. Both internally and externally (foreign trade) it aimed to provide the Empire’s artisans with a reliable supply of affordable raw materials while at the same time requiring them to sell their own goods at ‘fair’ prices and in accordance with state-regulated weights and measures. There could also be selective intervention in the market: for example, from time to time narh (ceiling prices) would be mandated during periods of shortage. These, and other measures, were enforced by an official known as a muhtasib who was appointed by, and acted on behalf of, the local kadı (judge and administrative officer).5 In addition, the state believed in the need to prevent ‘excessive’ competition, which might destabilise the artisan class in the cities and also put hisba in jeopardy.


The fundamental precept underlying Ottoman economic thought was social stability. Innovations, especially machinery and productivity-raising new technologies, were frowned upon if they might disrupt the equilibrium of the state by creating unemployment. This fear of a breakdown in social stability was by no means unjustified. As we know, the introduction of labour-saving machinery in the early years of Britain’s industrial revolution caused massive social unrest bordering on revolution.


The example of printing, briefly referred to in the previous chapter, is highly relevant here. Printing has been seen by some historians as the crucial ‘information revolution’ which underpinned the later economic superiority of northwest Europe, and the slowness of the Ottomans in adopting this technology has been given as one of the main reasons for their future economic decline.6 However, as we have also already seen, the fifteenth- and sixteenth-century sultanic ‘bans’ against printing appear to have been a myth.


If there had never been any actual sultanic ban on printing, what then were the principal reasons for its failure to take root in the Empire until the end of the eighteenth century? Even the installation of Ibrahim Müteferrika’s press in Istanbul (it operated from 1729 to 1742) resulted in a very modest output of very expensive books (sixteen works with a total printing of 10–11,000 copies of which 30 per cent remained unsold at Müteferrika’s death in 1746).7 Various arguments have been put forward for this lacklustre performance, including the high production cost (and price) and the difficulty of printing cursive (joined-up) script, which resulted in unfavourable comparisons with the calligraphy of manuscript copies.8 But the most likely reason was recorded by the Italian Count Luigi Fedinando Marsigli (1658–1730), who spent many years in the Ottoman Empire:




The Turks do not print their works, but this is not because, as commonly believed, printing is banned or because their works are not worth printing. They do not want to prevent the copyists, numbering 90,000 when I was in Constantinople, from earning a living.9





The contrast could not be sharper between such a ‘moral economy’ and the laissez-faire which accepted the privations, misery and cruel repression of tens of thousands of hand-loom weavers in early nineteenth-century Britain. But this was the price paid by the many for Britain’s industrial revolution and its subsequent economic development. Or, as the twentieth-century French historian Fernand Braudel put it, ‘The English people paid very dearly for their victory.’10


In addition to the sultan’s obligation of hisba, there were two further elements of the Ottoman ‘moral economy’: the waqf (religious or quasi-religious endowment)* and the esnaf (loosely translated as occupational guilds).


A waqf was an inalienable tax-exempt endowment, typically taking the form of a piece of land or some other asset whose usufruct is dedicated in perpetuity to some charitable cause. Waqfs pre-dated the Ottoman Empire by centuries and were not restricted to wealthy male Muslims: they could also be set up by poor people and women, and to Christians and Jews living in Islamic territory as dhimmis (state-protected non-Muslims).* Although waqfs were established as private initiatives they can be seen as fulfilling the practical implementation of the sultan’s general duty of hisba. Moreover, the cash flow from their original, protected capital funds served an even wider function than mere charity. Indeed, a broad spectrum of what we now designate as public or municipal services, e.g. welfare, education, religious services, construction and maintenance of water systems, hospitals, etc., were set up, financed and maintained almost exclusively by waqf endowments. Among the ‘welfare’ functions of the waqfs we can also include the provision of ‘soup kitchens’ for the poor in times of general economic distress and – by virtue of their large portfolios of urban buildings – the control of rents: ‘It may be argued that the waqf provided economic stability by keeping rents low’.11


In the eighteenth century the esnaf (guilds) were prolific in almost every Ottoman town or city. For example, it has been estimated that there were at least seventy-four in Cairo.12 Writing in the seventeenth century, the famous Ottoman traveller and commentator Evliya Çelebi (1609–1657) described a grand procession of the guilds through the capital in a carnival-like event, with their gaudy banners and floats representing their particular trades. On that occasion, Çelebi listed 735 separate guilds representing trades such as woodcutters, chalk-makers, masons, butchers, sea captains, bakers, toy-makers, firemen and so on. Some, like the guild of watchmen, were huge, with as many as 12,000 members; others belonging to more esoteric trades had only a handful of members, like the guild of map-makers with only fifteen. There was even a one-man ‘guild’ for the making of instruments of torture.13


Typically, each guild had six governing officials elected from among its master-craftsmen and headed by an executive officer, the kethüda. To occupy the position of kethüda, the individual concerned required a diploma from the sultan, since it was he who would represent the guild’s members in dealings with the local kadı in matters pertaining to regulation, disputes and any malpractices. For example, he would handle complaints about ‘unfair’ competition from newcomers entering a particular trade.14 However, the kethüdas were also the conduits through which the sultan dictated any new market regulations or prohibitions, such as the 1795 instructions concerning the height, shape, material and use of new buildings replacing those destroyed by fire.15 As such, the close relationship between the esnaf and the state created forms of ‘consumer protection’ largely unknown in Europe.


While earlier writing on the esnaf emphasised state control and the means whereby the state could monitor and tightly control the output of goods deemed necessary for the satisfaction of the population,16 a much more nuanced interpretation is required. Especially in the provinces, esnaf acted independently when their members required it. They negotiated with the kadı and other local authorities from positions of relative power. On the other hand, only very occasionally would individual esnaf band together in a common cause, and they showed no general sense of ‘class interest’. For example, one of their main concerns was to prevent artisan outsiders coming into their cities and competing with their own existing fields of operation.


Nevertheless, esnaf members clearly had a deep-rooted understanding of the principles embodied in the sultan’s hisba: a rudimentary belief in social justice and equity. That this belief could be severely put to the test was exemplified in the ‘Patrona Halil’ uprising of 1730. The reigning Sultan Ahmed III and his grand vezir and son-in-law Nevşehirli Damat Ibrahim Paşa had begun to introduce a number of European-influenced reforms into Ottoman society including the printing press, a fire brigade, and better water supplies. But they also indulged in ostentatious luxury – building splendid new palaces like Ahmed’s own Persian-influenced Saadabad, constructing Frenchified villas for his ministers and their families along the banks of the Bosphorus, and digging up public land for use as exotic tulip plantations. These extravagances occurred at a time of additional ‘non-Qur’anic’ taxation, currency depreciation and a massive inflow of refugees from territory lost in unpopular wars with Persia, all of which weighed heavily on the esnaf.


In September 1730, learning of an Ottoman military disaster on the Persian front, the esnaf of Istanbul, supported by the Janissaries, rose up under the leadership of one Patrona Halil, an Albanian former soldier and second-hand clothes dealer. They rampaged through the city and destroyed most of the extravagant palaces and tulip gardens. They proceeded to force the sultan to have the grand vezir Damat Ibrahim and certain members of his family executed and then compelled him to abdicate in favour of his nephew Mahmud I (r. 1730–54). However, the revolution soon collapsed. Patrona Halil and his lieutenants became overconfident, demanded the appropriation of many of the senior positions in the Empire, and were tricked into an audience with the Sultan Mahmud I, where they were seized and executed on 24 November 1731.


The uprising has often been described as ‘anti-Western’ and a major setback to the first attempts at modernising the Empire. For example, it has been said that ‘The Patrona Halil rebellion temporarily and in some cases completely stopped the flow of ideas, literature, ambassadors and military consultation which had begun to take place between Europe, largely France and the Porte.’17 In fact there is little evidence for this view. Military cooperation with Europe actually increased after Mahmud I came to power. But perhaps far more significantly, that one major ‘Western innovation’ of the era, Müteferrika’s new printing press, recently authorised by Ahmed III’s firman, was ignored by the ‘anti-Western’ rebels. Indeed, not only did his printing venture survive the rampages and destruction of 1730, but under the reign of Ahmed’s successor printing continued. One of Müteferrika’s most important works, published in 1732, was actually dedicated to Mahmud I.*


There was, however, a good reason for the esnaf rebels’ apparent lack of concern about this first Ottoman printing enterprise. Sultan Ahmed’s firman had made it clear that Müteferrika’s press would produce only nonreligious works. Such religious works were by far the bread-and-butter of the manuscript copyists’ business. In any case, Müteferrika himself was really only interested in printing secular works, geography, history, natural science (he printed a work on magnetism). So with scant threat to their livelihood, the esnaf of copyists and calligraphers showed little concern about the introduction of the printing press. In short, it didn’t threaten their economic survival. On the other hand, ‘The overthrow of Ahmed III as well as the destruction of the Saadabad palace and its tulip gardens sounded a call for a return to a moral economy in this time of need, one that would improve the welfare of Istanbul’s residents at large.’18


Although the dominant mode of production in the Islamic Mediterranean remained artisanal throughout the eighteenth century, in a few areas we can witness the beginnings of a more advanced and capitalistic form of economic organisation; for example, the high-quality red-cloth-making industry of Ambelakia in Ottoman Greece and the shashiya industry of Tunisia. A form of early capitalism which historians have described as ‘manufacturing’ (factory-based production without any significant machinery) appears to have become well established at this time.


The shashiya was a conical hat or fez made from felt which was worn throughout the Mediterranean Islamic world. Due to the quantities of raw materials involved, the level of investment and production, the sophisticated division of labour, the size of some of the workplaces and the vast commercial networks created for the distribution of the product, the ‘capitalist character’ of the industry has been called ‘indisputable’.19 Moreover, in certain respects – total volume of production, the quality and variety of the product – the Tunisian shashiya industry was superior to its major competitor, the shashiya manufacturers of Marseille.20


It could be argued that the Tunisian shashiya industry was only in transition towards capitalist manufacturing. This is because a considerable part of the labour process, for example, the spinning of the wool, was still based on the artisanal ‘putting-out’ system with production carried out in individual households. Perhaps for this reason, other historians have described the industry as only ‘proto-capitalist’.21 However, whether capitalist or proto-capitalist, the Tunisian shashiya industry demonstrates that whatever the obstacles facing the development of capitalism in the Mediterranean Islamic world, they were not religious: they had little to do with Islam itself.


And if the Tunisian shashiya industry was indeed only proto-capitalist and there were no indications of fully fledged manufacturing capitalism in the Islamic world at this time, the same could be said for most regions of Mediterranean Christian Europe where, with a few exceptions, small-scale artisanal production remained the rule. One of the few large-scale enterprises was in Bourbon Spain. In the eighteenth century its monarchs established state-owned cloth manufacturing enterprises in the belief that they could thereby catch up with Britain and France. But these large, vertically integrated cloth-manufacturing factories produced far in excess of demand, could not compete with foreign imports in either price or quality, made continuous losses, and had almost all been shut down by the end of the century.22 Even in eighteenth-century France where we can we see the emergence of a manufacturing economy by the 1770s,23 it was still largely at the transitional stage, like that of Tunis. Indeed, as late as the 1830s, the great silk textile industry of Lyons was still essentially a huge putting-out operation in which a group of around 1,400 merchants and financiers advanced the raw silk on credit to some 8,000 artisans operating their own looms.


As far as trade – and its facilitator, credit – are concerned, there can be no doubt that merchant capitalism was as prolific among Mediterranean Muslims as among Mediterranean Christians (and Jews) and had been since the Middle Ages. As the great French sociologist and orientalist Maxime Rodinson pointed out,24 it was no more difficult for a Muslim supplier of credit at interest to get around the Qur’anic prohibition against riba than it was for the Catholic moneylender to evade the sin of usury. The evidence of thousands of court cases in both large cities and small towns involving lenders and borrowers ‘leave[s] no doubt that the use of credit, small and large, was widespread among all segments of urban and rural parts of society. It is clear that neither Islamic prohibitions against interest and usury nor the absence of formal banking institutions prevented the expansion of credit in Ottoman society.’25


However, when it comes to what we might call state economic policy there were significant differences between the Islamic and Christian worlds. The mercantilist concept, predominant among seventeenth- and eighteenth-century European states – that the government should aim to maximise exports and minimise imports in order to accumulate ‘bullion’ – was alien to the Ottoman economic mind. As already noted, the sultan’s economic hisba was essentially provisionist. The primary function of trade was to ensure the adequate supply of goods to the reaya, in particular the artisanal esnaf, who were an important source of the tax revenues supporting the military, religious and administrative askeri class. This meant that the system encouraged the import of commodities which were, or might become, in short supply. At the same time it often discouraged exports – especially foodstuffs – which might create a shortage and thus rising consumer prices at home. ‘The benefits of the state treasury and the needs of the internal market seemed to be the only concern of the Ottoman government.’26


A valuable tool for encouraging the commerce of the Empire, and in particular the provisioning of imported goods deemed necessary for the smooth functioning of Ottoman society, were the agreements known as the ‘capitulations’.* First issued in 1569 and reissued in revised form five times until 1740, the capitulations established freedom of commerce between France and the Ottoman Empire, extra-territoriality for French subjects (the right to be tried in their own courts for every crime except murder), freedom of dress and worship, and freedom from Ottoman taxation except import and export tariffs.† Armed guards were also provided to ensure protection for France’s consulates within the Ottoman Empire. England and Holland, opponents of the Ottomans’ principal enemy (the Habsburg dynasty ruling Spain and Austria), were also granted capitulations on the French model in 1581 and 1612 respectively, and eventually others would follow.27


The commercial linkages between Ottoman Muslims and the nationals of states enjoying capitulations encouraged the growth of highly cosmopolitan Mediterranean ports such as Izmir, Salonika, Beirut and, later, Alexandria. Over the period 1748–89, one in every four of the ships leaving Marseilles (the Empire’s single biggest trading partner) went to Izmir. Even Tunis, whose corsairs intermittently attacked and captured the shipping of Christian states, still grew into an important international trading city with settled communities of French, Italian and Jewish merchants.28


The commerce of the Ottoman Empire’s Levantine ports engendered the adoption of lisan al-faranji, a lingua franca (initially largely based on Italian) used by both Muslims and Christians. In the words of the historian Philip Mansel, ‘Its widespread use from the Middle Ages to the nineteenth century disproves the notion of two hostile worlds or that Islam had become a closed world.’29 On the other hand, nothing equivalent to the capitulations was available to Muslim merchants who occasionally found themselves in Christian lands. In fact very few Ottomans travelled to Christian Europe; they were frightened of the persecution they suffered there, ranging from being spied on to outright assault.30


Although the capitulations would eventually become an Achilles’ heel for the Ottoman economy, in Sultan Mustafa III’s time this eventuality could not have been foreseen. As yet, there was little fear of any threat to the Ottoman economy from excessive imports from Christian Europe or declining Ottoman exports.


The opening of the Cape route to India and the East largely robbed the Muslims of the lucrative trade in spices which they had dominated in the Middle Ages. It used to be thought that this left the Empire and its Arab provinces – in Bernard Lewis’s words – ‘in a stagnant backwater through which the life-giving stream of world trade no longer flowed’.31 Historians have now abandoned this view. Although it is true that after 1630 the pepper and spices bound for Europe were largely diverted to the Portuguese and Dutch-dominated Atlantic routes, the Ottoman Empire remained the source of a variety of both basic commodities and exotic and luxurious goods much in demand among western and southern Europe’s aristocracies and emergent middle classes. By the eighteenth century, the trade in exotic spices had been replaced by Ottoman-sourced silk, coffee, tobacco, medicinal drugs and cotton textiles both printed and plain. The Empire also supplied Christian Europe with a substantial part of the raw materials upon which Europe’s still largely artisanal manufacturing industries depended, including raw cotton, leather, hides and items used for dyes.32


Although British imports from the Ottoman Levant declined during the first half of the eighteenth century,33 French imports from the region grew substantially, increasing in value from an annual average of 8,857 thousand livres tournois in 1711–15 to 13,401 thousand livres by 1750–54.34 Raw cotton, much of it from Palestine and Egypt, accounted for by far the largest part of this increase. Over the same period, France also increased its imports of mohair yarn, saffron and artisan textile manufactures from Ottoman territories. Moreover, while some European imports were transit trade originating in Asia, the Levant and parts of North Africa were the nearest seats of production of many products which, for reasons of geography and climate, were not easily produced in Europe.


It is reckoned that by the second half of the eighteenth century the Ottoman Empire’s balance of trade with Western Europe was in surplus. Although Istanbul imported three to four times what it exported, all the other major Ottoman maritime trading cities had favourable trade balances with Christian Europe.* The Europeans’ trade deficits were settled in letters of credit or specie money (mainly silver) much of which went to pay for the Ottoman Empire’s own trade deficit with Asia.35 In 1783 the value of the exotic wares from the Indian sub-continent, the Indonesian archipelago and China imported to Egypt via Jeddah were worth twice Egypt’s exports to those regions.36 Unfortunately, we do not know the size of the Ottoman Empire’s total trade deficit with Asia or whether it outweighed its surplus with Europe, although according to Braudel silver money was always in short supply in the Empire because much of it ‘drained away in massive quantities to the Indian ocean’.37


However, while the Ottoman Empire’s international trade – the vast majority of which was maritime – appears to have been flourishing in the mid-1700s, its significance in the Ottoman economic mind was rated fairly low in comparison with domestic trade within the Empire itself. Most of this internal economic traffic was carried overland by great caravan convoys, like those observed by the Swedish linguist and naturalist Peter Forsskål. A member of the ill-fated Danish Royal Expedition to the Yemen, he describes a caravan of several thousand camels arriving at Cairo from Mecca in 1762 carrying ‘emeralds, pearls, diamonds, hyacinths, musk, civet, Indian cotton and silk garments and balm of Gilead’. A month or so later Forsskål saw the same caravan setting out on its return trip to Mecca carrying ‘silks with interwoven silver and gold threads, glazed and unglazed paper, French and Venetian clothes, blue and white linen, sewing needles, knives, gunpowder and shot, syrup and sesame oil, white and brown honey, beans, peas, lentils, rice, wheat and all kinds of edible grain, not to mention, salt and ammonia’.38 It was the great strength of the Ottoman economy at this time that it was both huge and largely auto-sufficient, much like the US today. This gave it considerable protection against the instabilities of fluctuating flows of silver and gold arising from trading imbalances.


We can get some general idea of the Ottoman Empire’s degree of auto-sufficiency in the eighteenth century from the account of the French Ambassador at Istanbul in 1759, who recorded that the total textile imports into the Empire would clothe a maximum of 800,000 inhabitants. Given that the Empire’s total population was at least 25 million (and given that they all had to be clothed) this indicates that the volume of textile imports was equivalent to a mere 3 per cent of the total Ottoman demand for textile products and therefore that the remaining 97 per cent was provided by domestic producers.39 In Braudel’s words, ‘the products consumed in Turkish cities mostly came from domestic producers’.40


A somewhat more precise idea of the relative importance of the Ottomans’ internal trade compared with its international trade with Christian Europe can be gleaned from an estimate of the total value of trade (imports plus exports) for the Ottoman province of Egypt in 1776. Its commerce with ‘Turkey’ was worth 67.5 million livres, as opposed to its commerce with Europe of only around 13 million.41 Another estimate for the whole of the Ottoman Empire at approximately the same date gives the value of the total ‘internal’ Ottoman maritime trade in the Mediterranean, Black Sea and Red Sea as 180-200 million livres, nearly double that of Ottoman trade with Christian Europe (110 million).42


However, there was one economic problem for the Ottomans which was increasing: the weakness of its own merchant shipping industry. In the case of its trade with Christian Europe this was largely attributable to the fact that ships carrying the Ottoman flag or the flags of its North African provinces were still almost entirely banned from the major Christian European ports like Marseille.43 It is perhaps typical of the Ottoman economic mind that the Empire showed so little concern over this. Another factor was the preference of Ottoman merchants (not only Muslims, but also Jews and Christians) to have their goods shipped by French and other European ships for protection against the depredations of Christian corsairs operating out of Malta. Moreover, European shipping was also beginning to dominate maritime trade within the Empire itself. Indeed, so regular were the convoys of European (mainly French) merchant ships carrying goods between the North African Regencies and the rest of the Ottoman Empire that they became known as the ‘Maritime Caravans’.44


The supply of one particular ‘commodity’ to Ottoman ‘consumers’, largely dependent on French shipping, was that of African slaves. Although tiny in volume compared with the 80,000 African slaves per year despatched to their American colonies by the states of Christian Europe, the Muslim trade in African slaves was also an important component of the economies of the three Ottoman North African Regencies, Algiers, Tunis and Tripoli.*


Estimates of the total number of African slaves taken from sub-Saharan Africa to the entrepôts of the Maghreb (North Africa)† during the eighteenth century have tended to settle on an annual average of around 6,000–7,000 per year.45 Within the Ottoman Empire, the largest slave market was Tripoli, which had been ruled by the semi-independent Karamanli dynasty since its founder expelled its imperial governor in 1711. According to the French consul resident in that city, between 1753 and 1756 an average of 1,413 slaves per year were arriving there from slave markets at Murzuk in the Libyan region of Fezzan and Ghadames.46 At the North African ports the slaves were loaded into French merchant vessels. They then joined the ‘maritime caravans’ sailing eastward along the coast, unloading the slaves at Alexandria for the Cairo market and onward to other Ottoman ports in the Levant where other ‘retail’ slave markets were held. Tripoli’s exports of African slaves were valued at 1,110 thousand livres, accounting for 88 per cent of the province’s exports in 1766.47


This final part of the slave trade was apparently very profitable for the French shippers. Indeed, in 1767 the British consul in Tripoli, the Hon. Archibald Fraser, wrote to his superiors in London regretting the fact that the French had got control of this lucrative trade from Tripoli to the Levant.48 Estimates of the actual profitability of the Ottoman slave trade vary enormously; but for retail slave prices in the mid-eighteenth century, we have the testimony, once again, of the Swedish traveller and explorer Peter Forsskål. He visited the Cairo slave market in 1762, where he witnessed a slave caravan that had just arrived directly from the sub-Saharan Africa. According to Forsskål, young boys of about eight cost 25 mahbub,* Young men from twenty to thirty years could be got for between 35 and 40 mahbub; young women cost up to 40 mahbub for virgins and for those who were not virgins up to 30 mahbub. However, those women who knew how to prepare and cook food cost around 60 mahbub.49


This last piece of information gives us our clue as to the principal raison d’être of the Muslim African slave trade. On average, two-thirds of each slave caravan were women and their primary function was domestic usage, either in housework and cooking, or in the case of those deemed sufficiently sexually attractive, in the harem.50 Herein lies the basic difference between the slavery practised in the eighteenth-century Islamic world and that practised by the Christian states in their American colonies. In the former the slave was more of a luxury item: a member of a household, a drudge perhaps, but also a status symbol. And in both male and female cases it was mainly the rich – including Jews and Ottoman Christians – would could afford slaves. Unlike in the Americas, the labour of these black slaves did not produce any monetary surplus value, nor did it contribute to the kind of capital accumulation whose manifestations can still be seen in the great maritime ports of France, Spain and above all, Britain. Karl Marx would later describe this as ‘capital developing on the basis of an alien social mode of production’.51


Taking an overview of the Ottoman economy in the later eighteenth century there is little evidence that it was ‘medieval’ or ‘at the lowest level of competence, initiative and morality’ (to quote Oxford professor Bernard Lewis), certainly not compared with its neighbouring Christian states in the Mediterranean region. With the exception of Britain and the Netherlands, the evidence of the current and previous chapters (and Appendix B) show levels of GDP per capita, diet and general living standards which were similar to those in Europe. The Empire had a favourable balance of trade with Europe and its auto-sufficiency protected it against externally generated economic fluctuations. According to the French Historian Daniel Panzac:




In the eighteenth century, the Ottoman Empire still constituted a vast domestic economic entity where consumption and production were designed to satisfy and complement each other … and this economic dimension of the empire was an essential factor to its cohesion and long life.52





In its towns and cities it also had a degree of social welfare provision largely unknown in Europe. As one historian has argued, ‘The early-modern Ottoman economy is hard to envision today, as we are caught in a modern, neo-liberal paradigm that idealises the economy as a free and potentially ever-growing entity.’53 But it functioned reasonable well for its era: ‘The Ottomans opted for a “good enough” stable economy that protected the interests of those established in the system.’54


However, the comparatively small size of Ottoman–European trade in the later eighteenth century and the favourable Ottoman trade balance with Europe concealed the beginnings of what would eventually become a serious economic problem. In exchange for primary products like raw cotton, the Empire was beginning to import greater quantities of finished European goods, for example, a British fine woollen cloth appropriately known as ‘londrine’ which constituted about 41.4 per cent of the total import tax revenues of Izmir in 1771–72.55 And with a growing fascination for European luxuries among the Ottoman upper classes – items such as Swiss clocks, binoculars, spectacles, coffee-bean grinders and Bohemian glass – these trends would eventually reverse the Empire’s favourable trade balance with Europe. Still, the process of change was a gradual one. As yet, the development of European capitalist industry and the creation of commercial linkages with the Mediterranean had not developed sufficiently to produce an irreversible transformation of the Ottoman economy. This would have to wait until the mid-nineteenth century, especially once the flood of English manufactures arrived after the 1830s as the mechanisation of factory production began to make its mark.56


And there was one area where the Islamic Mediterranean was unquestionably suffering an economic weakness compared with the Europeans. Given the military burdens being placed upon them, both external and internal, neither the Ottoman nor Moroccan states could mobilise sufficient fiscal resources to cope with the financial demands they were facing. During the eighteenth century government expenditures began to outstrip fiscal revenues. And this fiscal crisis brought with it other undesirable economic consequences: currency depreciation and price inflation. Underlying this fiscal crisis was an interrelated complex of factors alluded to in the previous chapter and the Introduction: the growing power of the landowning ‘grand ayan’ in the provinces; the weakening in the coercive power of the state; the loss of territorial integrity; and – in a vicious spiral – the fiscal revenue-collection leakage siphoned off by those new provincial magnates. These are the themes of the next chapter.





 


_________________


* Since this Islamic institution pre-dated the Ottoman Empire, I prefer to use the original and better-known Arabic term ‘waqf’ rather than the Turkish ‘vaqif’.


* However, it should be noted that under Islamic law the usufruct of a certain class of waqf (known as a cash waqf) could also be reserved for future generations of the endower’s own family, down to the last descendent, and only then would waqf income be used for some designated charitable purpose. Nevertheless, it seems the vast majority of waqfs did have a charitable objective, and in one manner or other functioned as a sort of supplementary ‘welfare state’.


* After Müteferrika’s death in 1746 two high-ranking members of the ulema acquired his printing press, but only one further work was published (in 1756) after which it temporarily closed down, probably for economic reasons; but printing resumed under new owners in 1784 and six further works were published between then and 1794. In 1797 the reforming Sultan Selim III purchased the press for use in his newly established military school.


* Named after the chapters (capitulae) the agreement’s text contained.


† And import tariffs were only 3 per cent ad valorem compared with 5 per cent for goods imported by Ottoman citizens.


* See Appendix C.


* Slavery had been a pillar of Mediterranean society since antiquity, and for centuries it had been acceptable to both Christians and Muslims. The Qur’an itself simply assumes the existence of slavery and then regulates its practice (kind treatment of slaves, provision of basic necessities of life, a slave’s right to marry, etc.), thereby implicitly condoning the institution (Wright, 2007, p. 4).


† ‘The Maghreb’ refers to the geographical region stretching from the western border of modern Egypt, through Libya, Tunisia and Algeria, to Morocco.
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