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Despite the considerable expansion of research in Ottoman economic and social history
in recent decades, our knowledge of the long-term trends in prices in the Ottoman Empire,
and more generally in the Balkans and the Middle East, is very limited. Economic and
social historians of these regions in the late medieval and early modern eras are still
unable to make sense of the most basic of monetary magnitudes involving prices, wages,
and wealth, even though inter-temporal comparisons of these magnitudes are the most
basic prerequisites for studying the long durée.

The study of long-term price trends may also reveal new evidence regarding the
long-term economic cycles and conjunctures in Ottoman history. There exists a strong,
two-way interaction between monetary and economic conditions. Monetary stability
often helps pave the way for the expansion of trade and production. Similarly, monetary
instability or shortages of specie often have adverse effects on credit, production, and
trade. Conversely, economic prosperity or expansion of economic activity often enables
the state to raise additional fiscal revenue, which contributes to monetary stability. There
may exist, therefore, a good deal of correlation in the long term between price trends
and economic conditions.

The findings of this study indicate, for example, that the period of most rapid de-
basement and inflation in Ottoman history was not the late 16th and the early 17th
centuries, the era of the so-called Price Revolution, as economic historians had come
to believe, but the early decades of the 19th century before Tanzimat, a period of wars,
internal rebellions, and reform. Establishing in more detail the causes, magnitudes, and
consequences of this rapid wave of price increases could thus shed considerable light
not only on economic and social history but also on the politics of that period.

A comparison of price trends in the Ottoman Empire with those of other areas around
the Mediterranean and beyond for which similar series are available should also provide
new insights into the degree of integration of markets and economies and how that
degree of integration may have changed over time. Our results indicate that prices in
other Ottoman cities moved together with those in the capital city in the medium and
long term. There was also a correlation between the prices in Istanbul expressed in grams
of silver and the prices in grams of silver around the Mediterranean in the medium and
long term. These results confirm that, due to the strength of maritime trade, the empire
remained reasonably well linked to markets and economies thousands of miles away.
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Based on a large research project in the Ottoman archives in Istanbul, this paper
establishes for the first time the long-term trends in consumer prices for Istanbul and
other Ottoman cities from the second half of the 15th century until World War I. It also
examines the leading causes of Ottoman price movements during these five centuries.
A comparison with the price trends in leading European cities for which detailed data
are available for the same period is undertaken in the last section of the paper.

C O N S T R U C T IO N O F A C O N S U M E R P R IC E IN D E X

This study used data on the prices of standard commodities (food and non-food items)
collected from more than 6,000 account books and price lists for Istanbul and, to a lesser
extent, for other leading cities of the Ottoman Empire from the 15th to the 20th century.
In the first stage of the study, three separate food price indexes were constructed for
Istanbul with these annual observations. One of these is based on the account books and
prices paid by the many pious foundations (vakıf), both large and small, and their soup
kitchens (imaret). Another index is based on the account books of the Topkapi palace
kitchen, and the third uses the officially established price ceilings (narh) for the basic
items of consumption in the capital city.1

To the extent possible, standard commodities were used in the construction of these
indexes to minimize the effects of quality changes. Each of the three food indexes
includes the prices of eight to ten leading items of consumption—namely, flour, rice,
honey, cooking oil, mutton, chickpeas, lentils, onions, eggs, and olive oil for burning.
Among these, flour, rice, cooking oil, mutton, olive oil, and honey provided the most
reliable long-term series and carried the highest weights in our food budget. In cases
where the prices of one or more of these items were not available for a given year, the
missing values were estimated using an algorithm that applied regression techniques to
the available values.

The medium- and long-term trends shown by the three food price indexes are quite
similar. In addition, account books found in the Ottoman archives showing the private
purchases by the households of high-level bureaucrats also point to similar long-term
trends in food prices at the retail level.2 The fact that narh prices moved together with
prices paid by the palace and the pious foundations, as well as by private individuals,
suggests that government intervention did not alter prices especially in the medium and
long terms. It also points to a good degree of government pragmatism in economic affairs.
Historians have long argued that the permanent application and enforcement of narh in
urban areas was a typical example of Ottoman interventionism and rigidity in defense of
a traditional order. There is, in fact, a good deal of evidence that the Ottomans became
increasingly more conscious, after the 16th century, about the limitations of interven-
tionism in economic affairs. They learned that price ceilings that diverged substantially
from the underlying market realities could not be enforced for long periods of time. For
this reason, interventionism became increasingly selective. It was used primarily for the
provisioning of the capital city and the army and for selected commodities. Perhaps more
important, the narh came to be considered, after the first half of the 17th century, not
permanent policy but an instrument reserved for extraordinary conditions such as wars,
exceptional difficulties in the provisioning of the capital city, or periods of monetary
instability. With increasing fiscal and monetary difficulties and growing price instability,
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however, the price ceilings once again became a regular part of Ottoman urban life from
1789 to 1850.3

Even though narh prices moved together with prices paid by the palace and the pious
foundations, the study gives greater weight to the prices paid by the soup kitchens and
the pious foundations because the palace and narh prices might be considered official or
state-controlled prices. For the sake of consistency, the narh prices and the retail prices
paid by the households of high-level bureaucrats were not included in the final index.

Since the availability and quality of price observations varied over time for most of the
foodstuffs in our list, the 400-year period until 1860 was divided into five sub-periods,
and indexes were calculated separately for each. In each sub-period, some commodities
had to be excluded from the index because of the unavailability of price observations.
The weights of the individual commodities were kept constant as long as they were
included in the index.

Based on the available evidence regarding the budget of an average urban consumer,
the weight of food items in the overall indices was fixed between 75 and 80 percent.
The weight of each commodity in the overall index was then based on the shares of each
in total expenditures of the pious foundations. To cite two prominent examples, in the
absence of long series on bread prices, the weight of flour—mostly wheat flour—varies
mostly between 32 and 40 percent of food expenditures and 24 to 32 percent of overall
expenditures, depending on the fluctuations in prices. Similarly, the weight of meat
(mutton) varies between 5 and 8 percent of the overall budget. It is likely that the diets of
private households in the capital city differed from those offered by the soup kitchens.
At this stage, however, it is not possible to approximate the private diets more closely.

What follow are the relative weights of commodities used most frequently in the
food-price index:

11 kile of flour (1 kile in Istanbul equaled 37 liters; 1 kile of flour equaled 20.5 okka; 1 okka
equaled 1,280 grams)

4 kile of rice (1 kile of rice in Istanbul equaled 10 okka)
9 okka of animal-based cooking oil
13 okka of honey
40 okka of mutton
0.2 kile of chickpeas (1 kile of chickpeas equaled 10 okka)
5 okka of olive oil

One important reason that the weights of the individual commodities were kept
constant over time was the unavailability of consumer budgets for different points in
time. It is likely that the changes in the commodity composition of the consumer budget
were small since increases in average incomes were limited during these centuries.
Nevertheless, some substitution must have occurred over time from commodities whose
prices rose faster toward those whose prices declined in relative terms.

In the second stage of the study, prices of non-food items obtained from a variety
of sources—most important, the palace account books—were added to the indexes.
These commodities are soap, wood, coal, and nails by weight (used in construction and
repairs). From the various account books of the imperial palace, it is possible to obtain
long-term price series on two types of woolen cloth, the locally produced çuha and the
çuha Londrine imported from England. Both the absolute level and long-term trends in
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the more reliable woolen-cloth prices suggest, however, that these were not the varieties
worn by ordinary people but expensive types of cloth purchased by high-income groups.4

For this reason, cloth prices were not included in the overall index until 1860. Price data
for a large number of other types of cloth have also been collected, but none of these are
available for long periods of time. A cost-of-living index should also include the rental
cost of housing, but an adequate series for standard housing is not available at this stage.

It is well known that pre-modern prices showed large short-term fluctuations due to
harvest conditions, difficulties in transportation, wars, and other causes. In the case of
our indexes, however, a number of factors worked in the same direction to reduce year-
to-year fluctuations. First, the capital city was subject to a higher degree of government
involvement in price formation, which tended to reduce price volatility even if it did
not have a medium- or long-term impact on the level of prices. Second, it is likely
that soup kitchens and the imperial palace were subject to a smaller degree of price
variation than the private households. Third, in the processing of price observations
from the archival documents, we excluded prices more than 100 percent higher or more
than 50 percent lower than the value of the previous year, unless the new price level
was observed again in later years. Most of the excluded observations reflected errors
in the original document, although some of them must have represented actual prices.
As a result, we do not have a high degree of confidence in the year-to-year fluctuations
of our indexes but are quite confident about the level of prices at the medium and
long term.

For the period 1860–1914, data from the palace, pious, and narh sources are very
limited. For this reason, the detailed quarterly wholesale prices of the Commodity
Exchange of Istanbul covering about two dozen commodities were used. Indexes based
on these prices were then linked to those for the earlier period with the help of detailed
data for both retail prices of individual commodities and prices at the Commodity
Exchange for 1860–62 and 1913–14.

O V E RV IE W O F T H E R E S U LT S

We have thus obtained for the first time for the Middle East—in fact, for the first time
for anywhere in the non-European world—detailed price series for these four and a half
centuries. For Istanbul, the results have been extended from 1914 to the present since
published data on consumer prices is readily available for the recent period.5 Figure 1
and Table 1 present the annual values of the overall price index that combines the
food prices obtained from the account books of pious foundations with the prices of
non-food items. The vertical axis in Figure 1 is given in log scale so that the slope
of the line indicates the rate of change of nominal prices. These results indicate that
prices increased by a total of about 300 times from 1469 until World War I. This overall
increase corresponds to an average increase of 1.3 percent per year, end to end, and 1.1
percent per year for the fitted line.

The indexes show that Istanbul experienced a significant wave of inflation from the
late 16th to the middle of the 17th century, when prices increased about fivefold. This is
the period usually associated with the Price Revolution of the 16th century. The indexes
also show, however, that a much stronger wave of inflation occurred beginning in the
late 18th century and lasting into the 1850s, when the prices increased 12–15 times.
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TABLE 1. Summary of price indexes (decennial averages)

Silver CPI in Silver CPI in
Content of Grams of Content of Grams of

CPI, the akçe, in Silver, CPI, the akçe, in Silver,
Years 1469 = 1.0 grams 1469 = 1.0 Years 1469 = 1.0 grams 1469 = 1.0

1469–79 1.20 0.85 1.17 1720–29 6.98 0.13 1.06
1480–89 1.30 0.68 1.02 1730–39 7.62 0.12 1.10
1490–99 1.09 0.68 0.85 1740–49 9.93 0.12 1.39
1520–29 1.87 0.66 1.42 1750–59 10.1 0.11 1.30
1550–59 1.64 0.66 1.25 1760–69 11.1 0.10 1.23
1560–69 1.86 0.61 1.32 1770–79 17.8 0.093 1.93
1570–79 1.99 0.61 1.41 1780–89 17.2 0.080 1.58
1580–89 3.35 0.39 1.47 1790–99 24.5 0.053 1.50
1590–99 4.45 0.30 1.46 1800–09 34.7 0.048 1.91
1600–09 5.43 0.29 1.81 1810–19 49.5 0.032 1.86
1610–19 4.44 0.29 1.47 1820–29 62.8 0.018 1.26
1620–29 5.56 0.25 1.54 1830–39 130.1 0.0073 1.12
1630–39 5.49 0.20 1.24 1840–49 181.0 0.0081 1.70
1640–49 4.37 0.27 1.34 1850–59 240.5 0.0083 2.32
1650–59 4.92 0.27 1.56 1860–69 285.7 0.0083 2.76
1660–69 5.82 0.23 1.56 1870–79 265.6 0.0083 2.56
1670–79 7.06 0.21 1.69 1880–89 238.1 0.0083 2.30
1680–89 7.46 0.21 1.79 1890–99 235.6 0.0083 2.27
1690–99 7.96 0.13 1.21 1900–09 220.9 0.0083 2.13
1700–09 6.05 0.13 0.92 1910–14 294.2 0.0083 2.84
1710–19 6.87 0.13 1.03

Note: CPI, consumer price index.

FIGURE 1. Consumer price index for Istanbul, 1469–1914 (1469 = 1.0).
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Most of these increases were associated with the debasements that began in the 1780s
and accelerated during the reign of Mahmud II (1808–39). In contrast, the overall price
level was relatively stable from 1650 to 1780 and from 1860 until World War I. (For a
period-by-period review of the price trends, see the Appendix.)

Istanbul was chosen primarily because the data were most detailed for the capital city.6

However, price data from the account books of the pious foundations is available for
other cities of the empire, as well. Price observations from a shorter list of commodities
were used to construct separate indexes for the cities of Edirne, Bursa, Konya, Trabzon,
Damascus, and Jerusalem. In these Ottoman cities, both the overall change in the price
level from 1490 to 1860 and the two major jumps in the price level that occurred in
the late 16th and early 19th centuries were comparable to the price trends in Istanbul
(Figure 2). Price data gathered by Ljuben Berov suggest that the Balkans experienced
similar increases in prices during the 16th and 17th centuries.7 The evidence thus points
to similar price trends for the akçe region as a whole, stretching from the Balkans
through Anatolia to Syria. In Egypt, the local currency was the para or medin, whose
silver content and rate of debasement differed from those of the akçe. Nevertheless, it
is possible to construct price indexes in grams of silver for Cairo on the bases of data
supplied by Andre Raymond from the court records of that city.8 These indexes indicate
that from 1624 to 1800, the period for which comparable data is available, prices in Cairo
expressed in grams of silver moved together with those in Istanbul and other Ottoman
cities in the akçe region.9 The well-developed maritime transportation and commerce
networks around the eastern Mediterranean must have ensured the broad convergence
of these price trends.

FIGURE 2. Food prices in Ottoman cities, 1469–1865 (Istanbul, 1469 = 1.0).
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A M O R E D E TA IL E D L O O K AT T H E IN D E X

As pointed out earlier, some commodities were excluded from our price indexes because
of the unavailability or poor quality of data. It would be useful to see how sensitive the
long-term results are to the insertion of these commodities into our consumer price index.
Cloth prices had been excluded from the index for the period before 1860 because they
belonged to expensive types of cloth worn by high-income groups. Nevertheless, since
long-term trends in the available Istanbul cloth-price series broadly paralleled those in
Western Europe, they can be used in the index. Prices of woolen cloth decreased by about
80 percent in relation to our overall consumer price index from 1700 to 1860. Given a
7 percent share in the initial consumer budget, the inclusion of cloth prices would
decrease the overall consumer index by a total of approximately 5 percent between these
two dates.10

Another relatively important item excluded from our index is rents on residential hous-
ing. In view of the importance of this item in urban consumer budgets, some allowance
can perhaps be made for this item by studying long-term trends in rental prices of
residential housing elsewhere in European cities for which data are available. In view of
the growth of Istanbul as an urban center, one should expect rents on residential housing
to rise over time. Taking into account patterns in housing ownership, we estimated, as a
first-round approximation, that rent payments on urban housing doubled in relation to
the overall index, and the share of rents in the average urban budget rose from about
5 percent to about 10 percent from the 16th to the early 20th century. The inclusion of
rents in our index would thus increase the overall index by 5 percent and match in the
opposite direction the impact of the inclusion of cloth prices.

Finally, we consider the inclusion of sugar and coffee in the price index. Istanbul sugar
prices declined by about 50 percent relative to the overall index during the 16th century
and by an additional 50 percent during 1820–60. The available price series for coffee
in Istanbul moved together with the overall index until the 19th century but declined
by about 60 percent in relation to the index during 1820–60.11 Since the share of these
two items in the average consumer budget was limited until 1860, however, our overall
results will not change significantly. We estimate that the inclusion of these two items
in the consumer budget would reduce the overall price index by no more than 1 percent
until 1914.12 It is thus remarkable that the cumulative impact of the inclusion of cloth,
sugar, coffee, and rents in the consumer budget is quite small because individual effects
tend to work in opposite directions.

The inclusion of these items in the consumer budgets would change much more
significantly the relative prices faced by lower- and higher-income groups, however.
Since cloth, sugar, and coffee had larger shares in the budgets of higher-income groups,
the decline in their prices should reduce prices faced by these groups more than others.
However, the inclusion of rent payments in the budgets would tend to raise prices faced
by lower-income groups more than those faced by higher-income groups, since the latter
are likely to own their dwellings. We thus expect that the inclusion of these four items in
the consumer budgets would shift relative prices in favor of higher-income groups. For
example, we estimate that the inclusion of these items in the consumer budgets would
widen the difference between the purchasing power of skilled and unskilled workers by
approximately 10 percent for the entire period. At least until the late 19th century, the
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incomes of skilled construction workers must have been above the average for the urban
population as a whole.

Another important characteristic of the Istanbul price series is the important diver-
gences in relative prices over the course of these four and a half centuries. Prices of some
foodstuffs (meat, flour, milk, eggs) and wood for burning rose 400- to 700-fold during
this entire period, while prices of other foodstuffs—olive oil, honey, coffee, onions, and
all manufactured items for which price series are available—rose less than 200-fold. To
the extent the commodities with higher rates of price increases were essentials and had
a higher share in the budgets of lower-income consumers, the overall rate of inflation
faced by the lower-income groups must have been higher.13

When we combine the differential impact of the more rapid rise in the prices of
essentials with differential impact on the lower- and higher-income groups of the items
excluded from our indexes, we arrive at a cumulative difference of about 20 percent
between the prices faced by unskilled and skilled workers during these four and a half
centuries. In other words, we estimate that the cumulative rate of inflation faced by
unskilled workers from 1469 to 1914 was 10 percent higher and the overall inflation
faced by skilled construction workers was 10 percent lower than the averages provided by
our consumer price index. The divergence between cumulative prices faced by unskilled
workers and higher-income groups was probably even wider.14

C A U S E S A N D C O N S E Q U E N C E S O F P R IC E C H A N G E S

There were many causes of inflation during the early modern period, as shown in the
large literature and extensive debates on the subject. In the short term, harvest con-
ditions and wars were the two most important causes of price fluctuations. From the
long-term perspective offered by these price indexes and our study of the Ottoman
currency, however, debasements or the reduction of the specie content of the cur-
rency by the monetary authority emerge as the most important cause of Ottoman price
increases.

The relationship between debasements and the price level can be established more
closely by following the silver content of the Ottoman currency after 1450. Figure 3
presents the annual silver content of the akçe and the kuruş after 1720, with 1 kuruş
equal to 120 akçes. The vertical axis is again in log scale so that the slope of the curve
indicates the rate of debasement. Figure 3 shows that the silver content of the Ottoman
currency declined most rapidly during the late 16th and early 17th centuries and also
during the late 18th and early 19th centuries. In contrast, prices were relatively stable
after 1860, when the silver content of the Ottoman currency remained unchanged. The
correlation between Figure 1 and Figure 3 is quite clear.

An alternative way to examine the relationship between debasements and the price
level would be to construct price indexes expressed in grams of silver, which is obtained
by multiplying the value of the price index by the silver content of the Ottoman currency
for the same year. Figure 4 and the third column of Table 1 combine the evidence in
Figures 1 and 3 and present the overall price index for Istanbul in grams of silver.
The series was extended beyond 1870 even though world silver prices declined sharply
after that date, because the nominal value of silver coinage was not changed under the
Ottoman monetary system until World War I.
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FIGURE 3. Silver content of the Ottoman monetary unit (akçe), 1469–1914 (in grams).

FIGURE 4. Consumer prices in Istanbul, 1469–1914 (in grams of silver; 1469 = 1.0).

It is remarkable that even though nominal prices in Istanbul increased about 300 times,
prices expressed in grams of silver stayed within the relatively narrow range of 1.0 to 3.0
during these four and a half centuries. There were medium-term movements in prices
expressed in grams of silver. Prices expressed in grams of silver increased by as much as
60 percent from 1500 until the second half of the 17th century, during the period of the
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Price Revolution; declined during the first half of the 18th century; and then more than
doubled until the second half of the 19th century.15 All this, however, occurred around
a long-term trend that was rising only modestly. In other words, debasements were the
most important determinant of Ottoman prices in the long term. In the longer term, the
so-called silver inflation also contributed to the changes in the overall price level, but
its impact paled in relation to that of debasements. Needless to say, prices of individual
commodities expressed in grams of silver also fluctuated within a narrower range during
these centuries.16

The causes and consequences of pre-modern debasements have been the focus of
much debate.17 Some of the causes, such as the wear on the existing stock of coins in
circulation and the mismanagement of the mints, appear to be technical or administrative
in nature. Another possible cause was the increase in the economy’s demand for money
and the need to increase the money stock in circulation. In the short term, debasements
provided relief from shortages of specie and coinage in circulation by increasing the
nominal value of the coinage in circulation. However, the alteration and expansion of
the money supply through debasements could provide only temporary relief, because
prices tended to adjust upward sooner or later, and the volume of coinage in circulation
adjusted for the price level tended to return to its earlier levels. For this reason, the efforts
of pre-modern states to offset the detrimental effects of bullion shortage by means of
debasement were doomed to frustration.

The persistence of debasements throughout the medieval and early modern periods
suggests that these interventions could not simply be futile efforts. Although they did
not solve the problems of specie shortages, debasements did provide fiscal relief for
the states, and there lay their appeal. Since the obligations of the state to the soldiers,
bureaucrats, and suppliers are expressed in terms of the monetary unit of account, a
reduction in the silver content of the currency enabled the state to increase the amount
it could mint from, or the payments it could make with, a given amount of silver. As a
result, debasements were frequently used as an alternative to additional taxation.

Prices almost always rose in the aftermath of debasements because a debasement
typically increased the nominal value of coinage in circulation. Even if the prices did
not rise quickly because of the shortages of specie or some other reason, long-distance
trade acted as the ultimate equalizer in the longer term. If prices expressed in grams of
silver in a given region became less expensive vis-à-vis the neighboring areas, increased
demand for the lower-priced commodities attracted large quantities of silver, thus raising
prices. Price adjustments after a debasement tended to be more rapid the more open the
economy and the more frequently debasements were used.18

Another possible cause of debasements was the pressure from some social groups in
favor of inflation. Even if a social group did not always benefit from debasements and
inflation, it could still prefer debasements to additional taxation. For example, merchants
sometimes preferred debasements to increased taxation when the government faced
fiscal difficulties. This is because the prices of goods held by the merchants typically
rose together with other prices after a debasement. On the other side were social groups
who stood to lose from debasements and the accompanying inflation and therefore
opposed them. Under these circumstances, the fate of the currency was not determined
solely by the government. It often depended on the struggle between it and various
social groups. Before we begin an examination of Ottoman debasements, therefore, it
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would be useful to examine how different groups in Ottoman society fared in the face
of debasements.

For a long time it has been assumed that the use of money in the Ottoman Empire was
limited to long-distance trade and parts of the urban sector.19 Recent research has shown,
however, that the urban population and some segments of the countryside were already
part of the monetary economy by the end of the 15th century. Even more significant, a
substantial increase occurred in the use of money during the 16th century because of the
increased availability of specie and increasing commercialization of the rural economy.
An intensive pattern of periodic markets and market fairs also emerged where peasants
and large landholders sold parts of their produce to urban residents. These markets also
provided an important opportunity for the nomads to come into contact with peasants
and the urban population. Large sectors of the rural population came to use coinage,
especially the small denominations of silver akçe and the copper mangır, through their
participation in these markets.20

Second, small-scale but intensive networks of credit relations developed in and around
the urban centers. Evidence from thousands of court cases in these towns and cities
involving lenders and borrowers leave no doubt that the use of credit, small and large,
was widespread among all segments of urban and parts of rural society. It is clear that
neither the Islamic prohibitions against interest and usury nor the absence of formal
banking institutions prevented the expansion of credit in Ottoman society.21

As a result, debasements had an impact on virtually all groups in Ottoman soci-
ety, and in turn each group took a position. Most men and women, urban and
rural, were clear about the consequences of different ways of dealing with the coinage
and about who gained and who lost. In general, all those who had future obligations
expressed in terms of the unit of account—most important, borrowers and tenants
paying fixed rents in cash—stood to gain from debasements. Conversely, those who
expected to be paid fixed amounts in terms of the unit of account stood to lose from
debasements.

In the rural areas, taxes and rents on public and privately held lands were paid almost
entirely in kind during the 18th and 19th centuries. Moreover, those producers who sold
part of their crop in local markets received higher prices during periods of inflation.
As a result, debasements and inflation did not have a major impact on rural producers.
The significant exception, of course, were the lenders and borrowers in the countryside.
Local court records indicate that numbers of court cases involving lending and borrowing
by rural as well as urban residents typically showed sharp increases during periods of
frequent debasement and rapid inflation.

In the urban areas, a dense network of credit relations existed, most of which was
involved small-scale lenders and small cash vakıfs that lent on interest. The local mon-
eychangers (sarrafs), with their expert knowledge of the markets, often benefited from
the uncertainty and fluctuations in exchange rates as well as from the requirement to
surrender old coins in the aftermath of debasements. Most of them were net lenders,
however, and they stood to lose from the inflation that followed debasements. As the
fiscal problems of the Ottoman state intensified in the second half of the 18th century, the
sarrafs of Istanbul began to provide larger loans to the state, using their connections to
the financial markets in Europe. This lucrative process soon transformed the traditional
moneychangers into the so-called Galata bankers, named after the financial district in the
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capital city. The Galata bankers also held considerable amounts of esham, or long-term
government bonds.22

Merchants and shopkeepers in the urban areas did not appear to lose from debasements,
since the prices of goods they sold tended to rise during periods of inflation. There was
always the risk, however, that the government would impose price ceilings on essential
goods sold in the urban markets when prices rose too fast. As a result, merchants and
shopkeepers were also wary of debasements.

The groups that stood to lose the most from debasements were those who were
paid fixed amounts in terms of the unit of account. The most important groups in this
category were the employees of the state, the bureaucracy, the ulama, and, especially,
the janissaries. A large overlap existed between the guild members and the janissaries
after the latter began to moonlight as artisans and shopkeepers in the 17th century.

Given this configuration of winners and mostly losers from debasements, Ottoman
governments’ attitudes toward debasements entailed the weighing their short-term fiscal
benefits against their short- and long-term costs. If the government perceived these
costs to be lower than the expected fiscal benefits, then a debasement or a series of
debasements could be adopted. In other words, far from being an exercise in futility,
the debasements were viewed by the Ottoman administrators as a potentially effective
instrument of fiscal policy, especially in the short term. At the same time, however,
there were significant economic and political constraints on the state’s ability to take
advantage of debasements.

The fiscal benefits of a debasement are not difficult to establish. The government was
able to issue a larger amount of coinage in nominal terms with the same amount of
specie and meet a larger fraction of its obligations.23 One related measure often adopted
by the government in the aftermath of a debasement was to prohibit the use and sale
of gold and silver in local markets and order that these be surrendered to the imperial
mint at below market prices. Finally, the state also obtained revenue from the old coins
brought to the mint by the public.

On the other side there were a number of costs that might be borne by the state as a
result of debasements. As prices rose, including those paid by the state in the aftermath of
a debasement, many of the state revenues that were fixed in nominal terms declined in real
terms. In other words, debasements generated an initial surge in revenues, followed by a
decline in real terms due to the inflation they created. In the longer term, a debasement
might even lead to a real decline in revenues if the government did not adjust upward
the taxes and other revenues that had been fixed in nominal terms.

Second, if the public lost confidence in the currency and began to anticipate further
debasements, it became increasingly difficult for the government to take advantage of
further reductions in the specie content of coinage. In the open mint system, for example,
the public might begin holding another currency and stay away from the mints. A large
degree of currency substitution must have taken place during the period of high inflation
from 1585 to 1650 and during the reign of Mahmud II (1808–39) as varieties of foreign
coinage were free to circulate.24

A third cost of Ottoman debasements was the spread of counterfeiting. When the
government issued new coins with lower specie content, counterfeiters immediately
began to mint the new coins with the same or even higher silver content to share the fiscal
revenues of the state. This opportunity declined, however, when precious-metal prices
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adjusted upward along with other prices. Price ceilings on the specie and government
attempts to obtain the specie at those official prices also encouraged counterfeiting.

Yet another cost was the adverse implications of debasements for the ability of the
state to borrow domestically. As the government began to make use of debasements, the
public typically began to anticipate more, and it became increasingly difficult to borrow
from the public at large. There is evidence that with the acceleration of debasements
after 1808, rates of interest increased even further, and it became even more difficult for
the government to sell the government paper called esham. For example, it appears that
the ratio between the initial sale price of esham and the annual payments declined after
1808 when the government began to use debasements more frequently.25

The most important cost of Ottoman debasements, however, was the political opposi-
tion they generated among the urban groups, especially in the capital city. One group that
disliked debasements included the guild members, shopkeepers, small merchants, and
wage-earning artisans. Another group that stood to lose from debasements were those
who were paid fixed salaries by the state: the bureaucracy, the ulama, and the janissaries
stationed permanently in the capital. This broad opposition acted as a major deterrent to
the more frequent use of debasements by the government not only in the capital but also
in the provincial centers. It would be interesting to explore the causal linkages between
the debasements and the urban rebellions of the late 18th and early 19th centuries in
Syria, Iraq, and elsewhere in the empire.26

The effectiveness of this urban opposition should not be measured in terms of the
frequency of rebellions, however. Just as E. P. Thompson argued in his study of the moral
economy of the English crowd in the 18th century that the effectiveness of the bread
riots should not be measured in terms of their frequency, the threat of rebellions proved
just as effective in the longer term.27 It ensured that the governments would refrain from
debasements—at least, during periods of peace.

Into this framework of costs and benefits and interaction between the state and society
wars enter as exogenous shocks—events that raised both the need for short-term revenues
for the state and the willingness of the public to accept extraordinary measures such as
debasements. As the urgency of generating revenues increased, the state often invoked
references to holy wars and even linked the new coinage explicitly to the ongoing
wars—for example, calling the new issues of coins and bonds cihadiyye, or of holy war.

Mahmud II was well aware of the limitations imposed by the janissaries and related
urban groups. From the very beginning of his reign in 1808, he wanted to replace the
janissaries with a Western-style army. During the early years of his long reign, however,
he did not have the political support to make this critical move. After the janissaries
were finally defeated and the order was abolished in 1826 (in what is usually considered
one of the most important political events of this period, the Vaka-i Hayriye, or the
“Auspicious Event") a major constraint in the way of debasements was lifted. Only
two years later, the government began the largest debasement ever in Ottoman history,
reducing the specie content of the kuruş by 79 percent within a period of four years.

C O M PA R IS O N S A C R O S S E U R O P E

In a recent study of prices and wages in European cities from the Middle Ages to
World War I, Robert Allen uses a large body of data, most of which was compiled
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during the early part of the 20th century by studies commissioned by the International
Scientific Committee on Price History, founded in 1929.28 To facilitate comparisons, he
has converted all price and wage series into grams of silver and chosen as a base the
index of average consumer prices prevailing in Strasbourg in 1700–49.29

Allen argues that even though prices in a single city can be accepted as a barometer
of prices and wages in the whole economy, international comparisons need to be made
between cities at similar levels in the urban hierarchy. Since his study uses data from cities
at the top of their respective urban hierarchies, such as London, Antwerp, Amsterdam,
Milan, Vienna, Leipzig, and Warsaw, it would make sense to insert Istanbul, another city
at the top of the urban hierarchy of its region, into this framework. This is not difficult
to do, because prices are already expressed in grams of silver in the present study.
However, it is still necessary to express Istanbul prices in terms of the Allen base of
Strasbourg 1700–49 equalling 1.0. For this purpose, Ottoman commodity prices for the
interval 1700–49 were applied to Allen’s consumer basket with fixed weights. A second
and equally useful method of linking Istanbul’s price level to the price levels of other
European cities in the Allen set was to employ the detailed annual commodity-price series
gathered by Earl Hamilton for Valencia and Madrid for 1500 to 1800 and compare them
with the Istanbul prices for the same commodities.30 Since Valencia and Madrid prices
were already calibrated into the Allen set, it was then possible to determine the Istanbul
price level vis-à-vis European cities for each interval. The price series for flour, mutton,
olive oil, cooking oil, onions, chickpeas, pepper, sugar, and wood were used in these
calculations. The two procedures produced results that were quite similar (Figure 5).

One revision in the Allen series concerns price levels during the 1850–99 and 1900–
13 intervals. To remain consistent throughout, Allen continued to express all prices

FIGURE 5. Consumer price indexes for European cities, 1450–1913 (prices in grams of silver; Strasbourg,
1700–49 = 1.0).
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and wages in grams of silver, even after 1870, when silver prices declined sharply and
most European countries abandoned the bimetallic system in favor of the gold standard.
While technically correct, this procedure gives the impression that most European cities
experienced a high rate of inflation during this period, while in fact nominal prices and
wages remained quite stable. We chose to express all price and wage levels in gold after
1870 by deflating the Allen series by 1.3 and 2.1 for 1850–99 and 1900–13, respectively.

The insertion of Istanbul prices into this framework raises some questions and leads to
a number of interesting observations. First, European price series indicate that during the
first half of the 16th century, before the impact of the Price Revolution began to be felt,
prices were higher in southern Europe than elsewhere in Europe. Similarly, my indexes
show that in the early 16th century, prices in Istanbul were higher than prices in all of
the sixteen cities covered by Allen (Figure 5). Second and relatedly, the rise in Istanbul
prices expressed in grams of silver was slower than elsewhere in Europe until 1650. As
a result, Istanbul prices expressed in grams of silver tended to converge with those in
other Mediterranean and European cities during the era of the Price Revolution, with the
exception of Spain, where prices rose fastest and remained higher than anywhere else in
Europe.

Third, the European series indicate that, despite the huge growth in trade, the spread
of European prices expressed in grams of silver was just as wide on the eve of World
War I as it had been in 1500. European prices and price disparities began to increase
after 1800, with London leading the way. Istanbul prices expressed in grams of silver
began to rise in the second half of the 18th century but lagged behind other European
cities during the 19th century. On the eve of World War I, Istanbul prices in grams of
silver or gold were comparable to but lower than all of the other cities in the Allen set.

Istanbul and other Ottoman port cities remained linked to other European ports during
these four centuries through the Black Sea and especially the Mediterranean. In the
future, it would be useful to examine the issue of price integration more closely by
applying statistical techniques to the annual Istanbul and other European price series.
Even if prices on the eve of World War I do not show any greater degree of convergence
than in 1500, it would be useful to identify more precisely the periods in which Istanbul
prices tended to converge with those in other European cities and when they tended to
move apart during these four centuries.

C O N C L U S IO N

Based on a large research project in the Ottoman archives in Istanbul, this paper has
established for the first time the long-term trends in consumer prices for Istanbul and
other Ottoman cities from the second half of the 15th century until World War I. Our
results indicate that prices increased about 300 times from 1469 until World War I. This
overall increase corresponds to an average increase of 1.3 percent per year, end to end.
Our price indexes also show that the Ottoman Empire experienced a significant wave
of inflation from the late 16th to the middle of the 17th century, when prices increased
about fivefold. This is the period usually associated with the Price Revolution of the 16th
century. The indexes also show, however, that a much stronger wave of inflation occurred
beginning in the late 18th century and lasting into the 1850s, when prices increased 12–
15 times. Most of those increases were associated with currency debasements that began
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in the 1780s and accelerated during the reign of Mahmud II. In contrast, the overall price
level was relatively stable from 1650 to 1780 and from 1860 until World War I.

Even though nominal prices in Istanbul increased about 300 times, prices expressed in
grams of silver stayed within the relatively narrow range of 1.0 to 3.0 during these four
and a half centuries. This result indicates that the so-called silver inflation contributed
to the changes in the overall price level, but debasements were by far the most important
determinant of Ottoman prices increases in the long term. Debasements were undertaken
by the Ottoman government mostly for fiscal gain. Far from being an exercise in futility,
the debasements were viewed by the Ottoman administrators as a potentially effective
instrument of fiscal policy, especially in the short term. At the same time, however,
there existed significant economic and political constraints on the state’s ability to take
advantage of debasements.

The last section of the article offered a comparison with the price trends in leading
European cities for which detailed price data are available for the same period. Our
comparisons indicate that in the early 16th century, prices in Istanbul expressed in grams
of silver were higher than prices in most, if not all, of the leading urban centers of
Europe. During the Price Revolution of the 16th and early 17th centuries, however,
prices expressed in grams of silver rose much faster in Western Europe and exceeded
Ottoman prices. By the 19th century, Istanbul prices expressed in grams of silver or gold
were comparable to but lower than prices in most other cities in Europe.
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Kepeci (KK); Cevdet Saray (CS); Maliye Nezareti, Mesarifat Muhasebesi (ML.MSF); Bab-ı Defteri, Odun
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A P P E N D IX : L O N G -T E R M T R E N D S O F T H E IN D E X

Based on trends in money and prices, it is best to examine these four and a half centuries
in five distinct time periods. Piecewise regressions were used to estimate separate trend
lines for each period. Data on the silver content of the Ottoman currency are taken from
Pamuk’s A Monetary History of the Ottoman Empire.

The first period, from 1469 until 1585, is characterized by stable money, rising
population, and rising prices expressed in grams of silver (the era of the so-called Price
Revolution). The trend lines indicate that the silver content of the currency declined at
an annual rate of 0.52 percent, and prices rose at an annual rate of 1.13 percent during
this period.

During the second period, from 1585 to 1690, there was a high degree of monetary and
price instability, together with declining population. The silver content of the currency
fluctuated wildly and declined at an annual rate of 1.05 percent. Prices rose at an annual
rate of 0.67 percent during this period.

The third period, from 1690 to 1768, was once again a period of monetary and price
stability. The silver content of the currency declined at an annual rate of 0.30 percent,
and prices rose at an annual rate of 0.44 percent.

The fourth period, from 1769 to 1843, is characterized by the most rapid rates of
debasement in Ottoman history, high inflation, and rising real wages. The silver content
of the currency declined at an annual rate of 3.49 percent, and prices rose at an annual
rate of 3.81 percent during this period.

The fifth period, from 1844 to 1914, witnessed stable money under bimetallism,
rapidly expanding international trade, and stable prices. The silver content of the currency
remained unchanged, and prices increased at an annual rate of 0.67 percent until World
War I. Most of the price increases occurred early in the period and were the lagged result
of the debasements of the previous period.


