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There are a limited number of studies regarding wages and living standards in the
Ottoman Empire compared to Britain and other developed countries in the West. In recent years,
although there has been a growing interest in Ottoman histography, there was no long wage and
price series to measure Ottoman workers' living standards. The wage series of Boratav et al.
(1984) was the first attempt to create a wage series. They built a wage series for the period
1839-1913, using the wage of skilled construction workers and unskilled (non-agricultural and
non-factory) workers.1 After this attempt, Ergene tried to create a more balanced series in 1998
with agricultural and urban (non-factory) workers between 1836 and 1911.2 Pamuk produced
longer price and wage series for Ottoman economic history in 2000. Wage series were created
with the wages of skilled and unskilled construction workers for both Istanbul and other cities
for a long period between 1489-1914.3 However, none of these series contains factory workers'
wages and any separate series have not yet been created for factory workers until now. Kabadayı
(2008) used wage ledgers of a state factory for investigating state-labour relations but could not
have constructed a wage series because of the lack of adequate archival documents.4 Today,
Ottoman archives offer sufficient wage resources to shed light on factory workers' wages in the
second half of the 19th century despite the cataloguing process continuing in the archive.
Ottoman Empire established some factories in the 1840s, especially in the textile sector,
to meet its centralized-modernized army and bureaucracy's needs. The geographical centre of
these factories absolutely was İstanbul and its surroundings.5 Quataert claimed that these
factories were not significant in terms of their production levels and their number of workers.
Nevertheless, he advised us that many considerable details can be learned by examining state
factories.6 The Imperial Factory of Hereke, Veliefendi Calico Factory, Bursa Silk Factory,
Imperial Fez Factory, and İzmit Cloth Factory were the main ones. For now, I have only reached
the wage ledgers for Hereke, Veliefendi, and Bursa Factories via the Presidency of the Republic
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of Turkey Directorate of State Archives. The records used in this study were collected mostly
under the catalogue of “HH.d.” and rarely under the catalogue of “TS.MA.d.”. I accessed and
used 114 wage ledgers for Hereke, 75 for Veliefendi, and 29 for Bursa to construct the wage
series between 1848 and 1899.
The Hereke Factory is at the centre of this study because it has too many records than
others. The factory employed workers in different wage systems: these are time wage system
and piece wage system.7 Salaries were paid for managers, civil officials, and masters. Daily
wages, which are another version of time wages, were paid for the steam engine workers and
the workers who were in the process of yarn production. As for piece wages, these were paid
for the weavers. Apart from these, some workers were paid hybrids and their monthly wages
were quite fewer than others. Their numbers increased greatly after the 1890s, which is the date
the factory started to produce its famous carpets. The lowness of their wages was owing to their
ages; they were children and young girls. To attain a balanced and uniform series, the salaried
workers and low-paid young workers are excluded from the series.
Data of piece wages workers and daily-paid workers were used together to represent as
many workers as possible. Simultaneously, separate series was created for both the monthly
wages and the daily wages. Thus, not only the workers' potential wages but also the workers'
observed monthly wages will be able to analysed. Median values were preferred when creating
monthly wage series. Median is more suitable for income data because it is not affected by
outliers in the series as much as mean.8 However, as for the daily-paid wages series, mean
values were used because some workers-such as dozens of weavers in Veliefendi Factory- were
paid the same daily wages throughout the years, leading to distorting the median wages because
of repetition. Hereke’s data have some missing years and I tried to fill them by using Veliefendi
and Bursa’s data for only daily wages. The series obtaining in this way was deflated by Pamuk
(2000)’s price index and presented in Figure 1. According to Figure 1, real daily wages
increased annually by just 0.029% from 1852 to 1899. Figure 2 showing monthly wages is right
after Figure 1. The monthly real wages rose more than daily wages by 0.115% per year from
1848 to 1899. Although there are some fluctuations in some periods, there is only a very slight
increase trend throughout the period. It can be clearly seen in Figure 3; how many days had
been worked in a month affects the monthly wages directly. There is an upward trend in Hereke
Factory and partially Veliefendi Factory. The rise in workdays can explain why the rise in
monthly real wages exceeds in daily real wages.
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Figure 1: Real Daily Wages of Hereke Factory Workers (kuruş, 1852 base year=1)
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Source: BOA, HH.d. and TS.MA.d catalogues, ibid.; Şevket Pamuk, İstanbul ve Diğer Kentlerde 500 Yıllık
Fiyatlar ve Ücretler, 1469-1998, ibid.

Figure 2: Real Monthly Wages of Hereke Factory Workers (kuruş, 1848 base year=1)
250
200
150
100
50

1848
1850
1852
1854
1856
1858
1860
1862
1864
1866
1868
1870
1872
1874
1876
1878
1880
1882
1884
1886
1888
1890
1892
1894
1896
1898

0

Source: See the sources for figure 1.

Figure 3: Average Workdays in Hereke, Veliefendi, and Bursa Factories (monthly workdays)
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Beyond the minor differences between monthly and daily real wages, my data shows
that factory workers' real wages did not rise in the second half of the 19th century. As seen in
Table 1, limited but prominent examinations of the Ottoman wage history showed that
construction (especially skilled ones), urban, and agricultural workers' daily wages increased,
albeit at different rates in the same period. A few years difference in data ranges might
contribute considerable effects on annual increase rates in the meantime. Nevertheless, there is
a considerable difference in terms of wage increases between factory and
construction/agricultural workers in either cases. Real wages in urban areas increased more than
those in rural areas. Moreover, the real wages of skilled urban workers rose significantly more
than those unskilled. How can we explain the increase in non-industrial wages while the
industrial wages were stagnant?
Table 1: Annual Real Wage Changes in Different Sectors in the Ottoman Empire (%)
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Note: All wages data in this table were deflated by Pamuk (2000)’s price index.
Source: Korkut Boratav et al. “Osmanlı Ücretleri ve Dünya Ekonomisi 1839-1913,” ibid.; Şevket Pamuk, İstanbul
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When we compare the wage changes of construction, agricultural and industrial workers
in the Ottoman Empire in the second half of the 19th century, it reminds us of Britain’s famous
pattern started with the second quarter of the 19th century. Robert Allen argued that the
mechanisation of the textile industry lowered wages. Three sectors’ lines of wages diverged in
the 1830s to the detriment of textile workers. Construction workers were receiving the highest
wages. Textile workers received the lowest wages while the agricultural workers were in an
intermediate position after the divergence.9 Inventing labour-saving machinery could play a
role in Ottoman textile workers’ low wages? Ottomans did not invent the machines used in their
factories. They imported them from industrialized countries with the workers who operated
them.
With the help of machines, the price of 100 hanks yarn dropped from 38 shillings in
1786 to 5.17 shillings in 1812 in Britain. As a result of this serious decline in prices, while
cotton products' share in Britain’s total exports was slightly higher than 0.5% in 1785, exceeded
38% in 1815.10 Increasing British cotton exports took place in Ottoman imports with 80%
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between 1827-1850.11 According to a calculation, imports of Ottoman cotton yarn increased
between 25 to 50 times in the 19th century.12 While Ottoman producers were able to produce
97% of the textile products needed by the country in the 1800s, this rate decreased to 25-35%
by the 1870s, and the rest of the need was imported. The rate of domestic production fell below
20% in the 1910s. The prices of textile products coming from abroad were constantly
decreasing in contrast to their quantity. Prices decreased by almost 70% in 1860 compared to
1800. The rate of decrease in prices rose to 80% in 1880 and exceeded 83% in 1913.13
Especially after the 1838 Anglo-Turkish Convention, when cheap British products reached the
Ottoman Empire's shores, producers started to look for cheap labour sources. Many
observations on the Ottoman cities have shown that industrial production, particularly in the
textile sector, shifted from urban to rural or from craft workshops to houses to compete with
cheap British yarn and fabric in the 19th century.14 Donald Quataert argued that Ottoman
manufacturing in the 19th century was underestimated because of ignoring rural and home
manufacturing, although there is no clear quantitative data.15
On the other hand, especially in Hereke Factory, can low wages be understood by
looking at labour relations? Hereke is located on the shores of the Sea of Marmara but outside
of İstanbul. The factory’s labour supply was not based on a crowded city. On the contrary, most
of the Factory's labour source were the villagers living around the factory. The factory needed
the workers at least as many workers' need for the factory as and it was not possible that the
peasants’ only source of income was the wages, they received from the factory. But the peasants
probably considered that the wages are more regular income as compared to unsteady
agricultural revenues. Furthermore, the state supported the factory's labour force in terms of
social welfare such as education, health, retirement, and social aids. As it was stated in the most
comprehensive research16 ever on labour organizations and movements; some workers tried to
provoke others to go on strike only in 1908 when the date a wave of strikes began across the
Empire. In some cases, strikes helped to increase wages as in bakery workers 17, while in other
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cases did not help as in coal mines.18 Moreover, Hereke Factory's workers in this strike, instead
of asking for an increase in their wages, requested the money collected in the pension fund to
be returned to them.19
If we compare the Ottoman industrial wages with British in terms of purchasing power
parity by wheat, we can see that; even decreased wages in Britain compared to the 18th century
have at least averagely twice the Ottomans' purchasing power the second half of the 19th
century.
Figure 4: Comparison of British and Ottoman Daily Industrial Wages in Wheat (kg)
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It is a fact that, regardless of the reasons, textile workers' real wages diverged negatively
from wages of other sectors’ workers between 1848 and 1899 in the Ottoman Empire. However,
Hereke Factory is the only example supporting this hypothesis; numerous studies in the
Ottoman industrialisation literature in the 19th-century support the same argument even without
offering a wage series. It is impossible to think that these foreign trade prices affecting the
Ottoman economy did not affect the factories. A document regarding the examined factories
proved this situation and stated that it is unacceptable that the production cost in factories was
higher than those purchased from abroad.20 Finally, apparently, the Ottomans not only imported
British textile products in the 19th century but also imported the low wages of textile workers,
which Robert Allen asserted to have emerged in the 1830s by mechanization in Britain.
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