COMMUNITY PROTECTION AND TRADE- OTTOMAN’S AKHİ GUILD
Abstract
[bookmark: _Hlk209984972]The Arabic word Akhi or the Turkish word Akhi refers to the lexicon of brotherhood. The Akhi guild emerged as an organised body of youth warriors and craftsmen deeply influenced by the Sufi traditions set by Sheikh Abdel Ali and Ibn Arabi during the Turk Baylick days. Turk Baylicks emerged as the centre of Islamic power in the region during the 15th-century Mongol carnage in Euro-Asia. The Turkish youth at the time, dismayed by the fall of the Seljuk sultanate and decimation of Baghdad, Samarkand, and Bukhara, flocked to the rising Akhi Guild for guidance and stability. The spiritual leaders who had fled from the Mongol carnage also turned to the Northern Turk Baylicks for patronage and protection through the Akhi Guild structure. The stability and strength of the Turk Baylicks metamorphosed under the Ottoman rule. During the Ottoman rule, the Turkish as well as the non-Turkish youth from Arab, Caucasia, and Persian Islamic regions flourished under the patronage of the Ottomans’ organised trade and cultural systems, leveraging the Akhi Guild. The Ottoman Sultans also used the Akhi Guild as a platform for community protection and skills development throughout their history. The contemporary historical accounts of the Akhi Guild are largely obscured due to the biased views expressed by the 20th-century Orientalist historians, such as Herbert Akbert Gibbons' work titled, The Foundation of the Ottoman Empire. Such works make fleeting references to the Akhi Guild merely as a paramilitary youth force used by the Ottoman Sultans to wage special operations. Akhi Guilds were far more significant in the transformation of the Turkish youth at the time in terms of their skill development, trade crafts, and military warfare capabilities. The Arab historian Juzjani’s thirteenth-century work titled Tabaqat e Nasir’i and Rashid Ud Din’s work titled Jami Al Tawarikh provide detailed accounts of the Akhi Guild’s role in the establishment of youth trade schools and entrepreneurial markets that were based on the ethical principles of Islamic economics and Spiritual philosophy. This paper examines the socio-cultural and historical underpinnings of the Akhi Guild from its inception to its demise, given the cultural creep of the Western colonial powers in the Euro-Asian region. 
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Introduction
The Akhi Guild has been appearing in the eastern as well as the western literature since the fourteenth century (Durgun 2009). Contemporary scholarship is settled on the Akhi Guild’s detailed mention by the Moroccan scholar Ibn Battuta’s travel chronicles of the Fourteenth century in Anatolia (Lewis 1937). Western historians conjoin the history of the Akhi Guild with the history of the Ottomans. The eastern historians offer an altered view that presents the Akhi Guild arising from the differing cultural and esoteric underpinnings within the Islamic schism amongst the Turkman tribes at the time (Aščerić‐Todd 2007). The ultimate conclusion, regardless of the historical genesis of the Akhi Guild, leads to a snapshot that reflects the coming together of Turkic youth with their distinct Turk Muslim identity during the Mongol devastation of Asia Minor at the time (Somel 2008). The French historian Claude Cahen focused his work on Pre-Ottoman Turkey, particularly the period leading up to the rise of the Ottoman Empire (Charanis 1969). Cahen discussed the role of the Akhi brotherhood within that historical context. Claude Cahen concluded that the Akhi brotherhood was a significant organisation in Anatolia during the 13th and 14th centuries. Cahen argued that the Akhi Guild was established as a solidarity organisation of tradesmen and craftsmen from the Turkic tribes who had migrated to Anatolia. Founded by Pre-Ottoman Turkey, the Akhi order played an important role in organising the socio-economic life of the region, emphasising moral and ethical values alongside their trade and craft activities. The foundations of the Akhi Guild are attributed to Akhi Evran, a master leather craftsman and scholar, born in Iran in 1169 (Büyük and Keskin 2013). The Akhi Guild flourished in Anatolia during the 13th and 14th centuries. It is especially prominent in cities like Kırşehir, Konya, and Ankara under the semi-independent beyliks. The period coincides with the decline of the Seljuk Sultanate of Rum and the rise of the Turkic Beyliks (Kortepeter 1968). In this paper, the Akhi Guild and Akhi Dai are used interchangeably throughout. This paper examines the socio-cultural and historical underpinnings of the Akhi Guild from its inception to its demise, given the cultural creep of the Western colonial powers in the Euro-Asian region.
Origins of the Akhi Guild’s Code of Conduct
The Akhi Guild emerged as a fraternity and guild system that was based on religious and moral principles of Islam. It had a hierarchical structure with stages and degrees, emphasising vocational training, Islamic knowledge, philosophy, music, learning of the Arabic language, and military training. Scholars point to the Akhi code of conduct based on the code of conduct described in the Fütüvvetnâme (Selçuk 2015). Fütüvvetnâme in the Turk language translates to "the book of futuwwa" (Şakhin and Göküş 2020). The futuwwa is the Arabic language term for generosity, heroism, and chivalry. The Akhis embraced this concept, elevating it to an organised system of conduct for a virtuous life. Literature points to the emergence of the Akhi code of conduct, intrinsically linked to the moral challenges faced by the Turk youth due to the historic socio-political turmoil at the time (Dündar 2023). There is scarce literature available about the exact origins of Fütüvvetnâme by Sheikh Ahî Dâ‘î. Scholars have referred to Sheikh Akhi Dai, “may be the “Sheikh Mencek Baba from Turkestan”, who is buried in the mausoleum in the Tekke neighbourhood in Mersin, Tarsus. Ahî Dâ‘î, prose fütüvvetname writer is perhaps Şeyh Seyyid Hüseyin b. Sheikh Seyyid is the sheikh of Gaybi (Şakhin and Göküş 2020).” 
The Fütüvvetnâme thus outlined a strict code of ethics for Akhi Dai’s. Among the most important principles were (Şakhin et al. 2009). The code emphasised being open-handed and benevolent, a virtue expressed in the idiom "open your hand, share your food". This included providing financial aid to members in need. Akhis were expected to keep their tongues from lies, backbiting, and slander. The path to becoming an Akhi involved stages of spiritual and personal development that fostered patience and humility.
The Akhi code regulated professional and commercial activities to ensure social and economic stability. It promoted principles that resemble modern business ethics, such as customer satisfaction and social responsibility. Akhi members were expected to be hospitable, keeping their doors and tables open to guests and those in need. The code required members to keep their eyes from looking at shame, their hands from wrongdoing, and their loins from forbidden acts. By promoting principles of honesty, loyalty, and charity, the code aimed to strengthen social unity and solidarity among its members and within society.
Akhi Impact on the Turk Identity & Social Inclusion
The Akhi brotherhood profoundly influenced Turkish society in Anatolia from the 14th century onwards and throughout the Ottoman era. The Akhi Dai helped shape the Turkic Anatolian economic, social, political, and cultural landscape as a uniting force. The Akhis codified the  Fütüvvetnâme as a sophisticated system of ethics that instilled a strong work ethic, fostered urban development, and provided social safety nets during a period of great instability. The Akhi movement fused Sufi spirituality with Turkic cultural values, strengthening the social fabric of Anatolia (Ülgen 2021).
As a socio-economic organisation of tradesmen and craftsmen, the Akhis regulated the market, ensuring product quality, fair pricing, and ethical business practices. The Fütüvvetnâme served as a constitution for trades, establishing strict standards for all members. The Akhi system provided vocational education and ethical training through a hierarchical structure of apprentices, journeymen, and masters. This ensured a steady supply of skilled and moral labourers for various professions. During the Mongol invasions of the 13th century, Akhi organisations helped accommodate and integrate Turkish immigrants settling in Anatolian towns. Akhi lodges (zaviye) provided food, shelter, and employment opportunities to newcomers. 
The Akhi code fostered mutual aid and cooperation. Members were encouraged to be generous, hospitable, and loyal to one another, which helped forge a strong sense of community and solidarity among the populace. By blending Islamic principles of righteousness and charity with Turkish traditions of heroism (alp) and generosity, the Akhis created a unique cultural synthesis that fostered a strong Turk identity that was steeped in the moral values of Islam.
The Fütüvvetnâme provided a comprehensive moral and ethical guide for both professional and personal conduct. Its principles of honesty, humility, and justice contributed to a virtuous and orderly society. The Akhi movement also inspired the creation of a female-led counterpart called the Bacıyân-ı Rûm, or "Sisters of Rome," founded by Akhi Evran's wife, Fatma Bacı. This organisation further contributed to the social and cultural life of Anatolia. 
During the collapse of the Anatolian Seljuk state in the 13th century and the Mongol occupation, the Akhis protected cities and maintained local governance. They often acted as a bridge between rulers and the general population. The Akhi organisation played an active role in the establishment of the Ottoman Empire. The early Ottoman sultans, including Osman Bey, Orhan Bey, and Murad I, were associated with the order. The Akhis' support, military contributions, and organised infrastructure helped the Ottomans consolidate power. The Akhis took control of urban affairs when state authority was weak. This demonstrated their political influence; thus, the reliance of Ottoman Sultans seeking their support to stabilise and expand their rule. 
Hierarchical Structure of the Akhi Guild
The Akhi Guild was a tiered organisation that combined professional and ethical development. The Akhi guild system was built on a strong, hierarchical structure that provided members with vocational training, moral guidance, and social security. This systematic organisation was a major source of strength for Turk society, ensuring economic stability, promoting skilled labour, and fostering social cohesion during the tumultuous years of the late Seljuk and early Ottoman periods. This structure was detailed in their Fütüvvetnâme code of conduct. The main ranks were:
· Apprentice (çırak): A novice who joined the organisation to learn a trade. Apprenticeship lasted several years, during which they lived and trained under a master's supervision. This period was not just about technical skill but also about learning the guild's moral and ethical principles.
· Journeyman (kalfa): After completing their apprenticeship and passing an examination, a çırak became a kalfa. Journeymen were skilled workers who could be paid for their labour but had to work for a master. This stage allowed them to gain broader experience before seeking full mastership.
· Master (usta): The highest rank for a craftsman. To become a master, a journeyman had to pass a final exam and create a "masterpiece" demonstrating their expertise. A master could open their own workshop, train apprentices, and participate in the guild's governance. The mastership ceremony was solemn and symbolised a member's full integration into the Akhi community.
· Akhi Baba and Sheikh: Each local Akhi guild was overseen by a Sheikh, also known as an Akhi Baba, who served as a spiritual and organisational leader. At the highest level, a "Sheikh of Sheikhs" led the entire Akhi organisation. 
The Akhi tiered system ensured a high standard of craftsmanship. The requirement for journeymen and masters to pass rigorous exams and produce quality work created a reputation for excellence that benefited both the Akhi guilds and consumers. The formal master-apprentice relationship was a highly effective method for preserving and transferring vocational knowledge. This prevented critical skills from being lost and ensured a steady supply of trained artisans for the economy. By controlling the number of apprentices and masters, the Akhi guilds could regulate production and reduce disruptive market competition. This created a more stable economic environment for members. The Akhi hierarchy was not just a professional ladder but also a social safety net. Membership provided social security, with guilds offering support to sick or injured members, as well as their widows and orphans. This fostered a powerful sense of community and collective identity.
The hierarchy was central to the moral education of its members. Each rank was associated with increased responsibility and ethical conduct, promoting principles of honesty, charity, and modesty. This emphasis on virtue strengthened the moral fabric of society. The structure was instrumental in integrating new Turkic immigrants into Anatolian towns, particularly during the 13th-century Mongol invasions. Akhi lodges (zaviye) provided food, shelter, and vocational training, helping newcomers adapt and find their place in society. 
In periods of political turmoil and weak central government, the highly organised Akhi structure was able to fill the vacuum of power. Akhi guilds could maintain local order, administer urban affairs, and provide a stable link between the population and rulers. On several occasions, Akhi guilds had military functions, organising defensive units to protect cities from invasions. These were known as the Gaziyan-i Rum (Male Knights of Anatolia) and the Baciyan-i Rum (Female Knights of Anatolia).
 Akhi Guild and its Merged Identity under Ottoman Rule
The Akhi Dai emerged because of the Turk response to the declining central power of the Seljuk sultans in the face of Mongol invasion. The Akhi Dai helped stabilise and unite the Turkic tribes into a cohesive social fabric based on the Turkic identity and the moral principles of Islam. The European Guilds were a response of the masses to the oppressive feudal system in Europe. The European ruling class, along with the clergy of the Roman Church, oppressed the masses while enjoying the fruits of their labour (Gustafsson 1987). 
Scholars have argued that the Akhi guild slowly merged with the Ottoman guilds as the state power centralised and strengthened towards socio-economic stability (Faroqhi 2005). There is also evidence of the Akhi guilds not merging with the Ottoman guilds as a singular historic event (Göksel and Avcı 2023). It has been argued that the Akhi Guild was absorbed and gradually integrated into the Ottoman guild system, known as lonca (Özbirecikli, 2010). The Ottoman state strategically utilised the existing Akhi infrastructure while stripping away its autonomous political and mystical functions over time. The first Ottoman sultans, including Orhan Bey and Murad I, worked closely with the Akhis, who were already powerful forces in Anatolian towns. Recognising their military and administrative potential, the Ottomans integrated Akhi leaders and their hierarchical structure to help organise society and consolidate power. During this time, the Akhi's fütüvvetnâme continued to influence the new state's socio-economic framework.
The victory after the conquest of Constantinople led to the strengthening of the Ottoman central administration over a vast swathe of territory. The Ottoman state asserted its control over all societal institutions, subsuming the Akhis' independent political functions. The Akhis transitioned from a religious order with a craft component into a more secular guild system focused primarily on economic functions under Ottoman rule. The moral and ethical heritage of the Akhis remained, but their religious ceremonies were under the state supervision. This transition represents the evolution of the Akhi from a voluntary brotherhood with broad social, military, and economic roles under the Ottoman state-controlled, specialised guild system.
European Imperialism and the Demise of the Akhi Guild
The replacement of moral and ethical underpinnings driving the socio-economic order of the Turkic nation and the Ottoman state faced the challenges of European Imperialism in the post-18th-century period. While the decline of the Ottoman state is a vital fact, it cannot be ignored that the European design to dismantle the Ottoman state for their colonial expansion played a pivotal role in erasing the Akhi Guild (Goffman 2002).
The European powers, led by the British Imperialists, expanded their commercial influence and industrialised their military to exert pressure on the disintegration of the Ottoman state. The Ottoman state signed a series of trade agreements from the 18th century onward, known as capitulations, with European powers led by the British. These agreements gave European imperialist merchants exclusive tax exemptions and privileges, allowing cheap, mass-produced European goods to flood Ottoman markets. Consequently, the artisanal goods shaped by the Ottoman guilds and guided by the Akhi ethical practices were pushed out of the vast Ottoman markets in Asia, Africa and Europe.
The cheap, European products severely undercut local, artisanal Ottoman goods. This led to widespread unemployment among Ottoman guild craftsmen and the dismantling of the Ottoman industries. The shift of global trade routes to the Atlantic and the merging of vast African slave trade posts along the Caribbean and the Americas marginalised the Ottoman traditional control over the Mediterranean trade. This drained tax revenue and reduced the size of Ottoman trade based on the highly skilled guild craftsmanship. The European banking system also took over the Ottoman treasury under the Capitulation Agreements. Consequently, the Ottoman economy weakened, and the Ottoman state was forced to take on European foreign debt. By the late 19th century, the Ottoman Public Debt Administration was exclusively controlled and dominated by the Imperialist European creditors. This effectively allowed the European banks complete control over many Ottoman trade monopolies and garnished a portion of the Ottoman state's revenue. These draconian economic and trade policies of the European imperialists against a weak Ottoman state resulted in the demise of the centuries-old Akhi Guild system of ethical trade, skills and social development. 
Conclusion
The Akhi guild system emerged because of the weakened central governing state at the demise of the Seljuk Sultanate in Anatolia. The Fütüvvetnâme infused a unified Turk identity steeped in the moral and ethical principles of Islam. The Akhi guild allowed the Ottoman state to take root. The Akhi strengthened the Ottoman state in expanding its borders as one of the greatest states in contemporary history. 
The Akhi's transition into the Ottoman lonca was a long, complex process. The internal factors, like political centralisation and secularisation within the Ottoman State of the 19th century, initiated the state's decline. European economic imperialism and industrial capitalism dealt the final blow to the state-sponsored artisanal population of the Ottoman state.
The revival of the Turk identity in modern Türkiye is a sign of hope for Eurasia. The Turks united the Islamic world at a time when the Mongol hordes had decimated the Islamic state and brought an abrupt end to the golden age of Islam. The Ottoman state carried the banner and provided a model state that was benevolent to all faiths and nations across its vast borders and through a just legal system.  
The Akhi Dai principles can still be emulated to reenergise our Islamic trade and economic values. The Akhi Fütüvvetnâme principles are worth emulating in a world where social justice and equality are being trampled under the interest-ridden capitalist economic system. The future of humanity hinges on higher moral and ethical values enshrined in the Akhi Fütüvvetnâme.
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