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THE PRICE REVOLUTION IN THE
OTTOMAN EMPIRE RECONSIDERED

The Price Revolution of the 16th century has been the subject of one of the most
enduring debates in European historiography and, more recently, in the historiography
of the world economy. That European prices, expressed in grams of silver, increased
by more than 100 percent—and in some countries, by more than 200 percent—from
the beginning of the 16th century to the middle of the 17th century has been well
established and broadly accepted. In countries that experienced currency debasements,
overall inflation was proportionately higher, reaching, in some cases, 600 percent or
more for the entire period.'

Because these price increases may appear limited in comparison with the standards
of the 20th century, some have questioned the term “Price Revolution.” Yet to the
contemporaries, these price increases seemed harsh and unprecedented in their sever-
ity. They were certainly not insignificant in relation to the ability of those societies,
economies, and institutions to withstand them. As a result, the causes and conse-
quences of the price increases have been intensely debated ever since the 16th century.
The empirical study and bold arguments put forth by Earl J. Hamilton in the 1920s
generated a great deal of new interest in the topic. Hamilton linked the price increases
to the arrival of massive amounts of silver from the New World. Equally important,
he argued that by redistributing income into the hands of new groups, the Price Revo-
lution played a key role in the rise of capitalism in Europe.’

After the publication in 1949 of Fernand Braudel’s major study of the Mediterra-
nean economy in the 16th century, historians of the Ottoman Empire also began to
inquire about the impact of the Price Revolution. As early as 1951, Halil Inalcik took
up and developed some of the themes that Braudel had suggested for the eastern
Mediterranean.’ It was, however, the late Omer Liitfi Barkan who undertook the most
important study on the subject.

In an article first published in Turkish in 1970 and later translated into English after
some revisions and published in this journal in 1975, he argued that the Price Revolu-
tion of the 16th century played a key role in the economic decline of the Ottoman
Empire and, more generally, the Near East.” After presenting evidence from the Otto-
man archives indicating that the prices of food and raw materials increased more than
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fivefold, Barkan argued that these increases were imported into the Ottoman economy
through trade with Europe across the Mediterranean. Even more important, he claimed
that “the decline of the established Ottoman social and economic order began as a
result of developments entirely outside the area dominated by the Porte, and in partic-
ular, and as a consequence of the establishment in western Europe of an Atlantic
economy of tremendous vitality and force.” He then concluded that “this grave infla-
tionary current . . . together with other more internal factors disturbed the social and
economic security of the Empire, and in the end, proved to be irreversible. . . . The
sixteenth century came to an end with the countries of the Ottoman Middle East
falling into a grave economic and social crisis which presaged a decisive turning point
in their history.”

Even though Barkan’s arguments were widely read and even cited, they have gener-
ated only a modest amount of debate, and his conclusions have remained mostly
unchallenged.’ It is true that most historians lacked the technical expertise to evaluate
the validity of these arguments. It should also be mentioned, however, that for those
adhering to the thesis of Ottoman decline and for those looking for an external cause
for Ottoman difficulties, Barkan’s arguments offered an appealing explanation.

The debate about the causes and consequences of the Price Revolution in Europe
and in the world economy has taken new directions during the past quarter-century.
In this article, I will reconsider Barkan’s arguments and inferences about the Price
Revolution both in light of the recent developments in the literature and new empirical
evidence from the Ottoman archives.

COMPETING EXPLANATIONS

The debate about the Price Revolution in Europe has not been about whether the price
increases took place. Rather, it has focused on their causes and consequences. With
respect to the causes, one side has argued, since Bodin in 1568 and even earlier, that
the price increases were caused by an expansion in the money supply arising from the
inflow of New World treasure into Spain.’ In the 20th century, this argument has been
elaborated by Hamilton and adopted by the Annales School, and has more recently
been reformulated by economic historians adhering to the quantity theory of money.’

Hamilton’s research in the archives of Seville generated a large body of new evi-
dence in support of this linkage. Assuming a stable function of demand for money or
velocity of circulation, he argued that the increase in the money supply first led to a
rise in Spanish prices and then, through trade and the balance-of-payments deficits of
that country, began to spread to others in Europe and eventually to the Near East and
Asia." Braudel gave the idea his blessing in his book on the Mediterranean: “there is
no possible doubt about the effect of the influx of gold and silver from the New
World . . . the coincidence of the curve of influx of precious metals from the Americas
and the curve of prices throughout the sixteenth century is so clear that there seems
to be a physical, mechanical link between the two. Everything is governed by the
increase in stocks of precious metals.”"

Dennis Flynn reformulated the quantity-theory explanation by adopting a theoretical
framework known as the monetary approach to balance of payments. Emphasizing
that a single price should prevail for each of the internationally traded goods, he
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argued that price increases in Spain caused by the specie inflows then raised prices
and increased demand for money in other countries through the balance-of-payments
effects, even without the outflows of specie from Spain. Spanish inflation was thus
transmitted to its trading partners whether or not bullion was actually exchanged.
There was no need, therefore, to trace the volume and timing of the flows of silver
from Spain and link those to the actual occurrence of inflation elsewhere.” Flynn
used the same argument to explain why Potosi silver is not observed in the coinage
of many states in the Old World."

Recently, however, this long line of reasoning, based on various versions of the
quantity theory of money, has been seriously damaged. New evidence recently com-
piled by Michel Morineau about the arrival of specie to the Old World from newspa-
per accounts in the Low Countries show that European receipts of New World treasure
continued to increase during the 17th century, even after prices had started to decline.
His detailed reconstruction indicates that European silver imports rose from 200 to
250 metric tons per year during the first half of the 17th century to more than 300
tons per year during the second half of the century. These data directly contradict
Hamilton’s estimates primarily because he grossly underestimated the extent of smug-
gling. Because prices in Europe actually declined during the 17th century, these find-
ings cast serious doubt on the orthodox monetarist position linking bullion inflows or
bullion stock directly to the price level. At the very least, they show that the same
quantity-theory framework cannot be applied to the 17th century."

In their recent work, Dennis Flynn, Arturo Giraldez, and Richard Von Glahn have
introduced a new and more global dimension to the monetarist approach to the Price
Revolution and flows of specie. They argue that precious-metal flows from Europe
to Asia have long been attributed to Europe’s trade deficits vis-a-vis Asia. In this
framework, European demand for Asian products was dynamic while Asian demand
for European products was weak or passive. Precious metals had to flow east as a
result of the European trade deficit. In fact, they argue, it was not all precious metals,
but only silver, that flowed consistently, not to Asia but specifically to China through
both Europe and the Pacific and also from Japan. Gold flowed in the opposite direc-
tion during the same period. Such high volumes of silver flowed to China because its
value was highest there. The high price of silver in China, by far the world’s most
populous country at the time, was due in turn to the conversion of the monetary and
fiscal (taxation) systems in that country to silver during the 16th century."”

On the other side of the argument are those who have attempted to explain the
price increases in terms of real factors—most notably, population growth and urban-
ization. From the very early stages of the debate, population growth has been proposed
as one of the alternative explanations of the Price Revolution. It has been singled out
primarily because agricultural prices rose much faster than the prices of manufactures
during this period. The proponents of this explanation have then argued that as agricul-
tural production failed to match the increase in population, the result was sharply
higher food prices.'®

There was a serious flaw with this argument, however. As Donald McCloskey has
pointed out, all other things being equal, an increase in population should increase the
volume of transactions and the volume of economic activity. Without a change in the
velocity of circulation, this should lead to a decline, not an increase, in prices, as can
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be followed from the basic quantity identity as developed by Fisher: M x V=P X T,
where M stands for the money supply, V for the velocity of circulation, P for prices,
and T for the volume of transactions. Even if relative prices should move in favor of
agriculture because of the inelastic supplies in that sector, the general price level must
fall while the volume of transactions rises together with population. While pointing
out the basic flaw in this argument, McCloskey suggested that some other chain of
reasoning could still be found to link population growth to rising prices in the 16th
century.” Both sides thus agree that American silver supported the price increases
during the 16th century, but disagree on whether it caused them. It makes a good deal
of difference for monetary history and theory, of course, whether money caused or
simply sustained the price increases.

More recently, the debate has shifted from increases in the money supply to changes
in the demand for money and an increase in the velocity of circulation during the 16th
century. One of the more important and insightful contributions came from H. A.
Miskimin, who inquired as to whether there may be a more indirect causal connection
between population growth and rising prices. Miskimin reasoned that an increase in
population would put greater numbers of persons in closer contact with one another
and may have enhanced trading opportunities and thus led to increased velocity of
circulation."

Jack Goldstone pursued this idea and developed a simple model of exchange to
show how urbanization and increasingly more dense urban networks of exchange
might permit small amounts of silver to sustain a growing number of transactions. He
argued that a larger volume of monetary transactions triggered by rising population
density and household specialization should bring about smaller cash balances, thanks
to more frequent and smaller individual transactions, thereby increasing the velocity
of circulation. In response, governments might have sought to catch up with rising
prices by increased minting and currency debasement. Money supplies would thus be
expected to lag behind rising prices. Bullion imports would help sustain this spiral
but would not drive this demand. Once population growth ceased and urbanization
slowed, however, velocity of circulation would fall.” Also pursuing the trail opened
by Miskimin, Peter Lindert provided evidence that the velocity of circulation in En-
gland was not in fact constant, as the quantity-theory explanation insisted or assumed,
but fluctuated broadly during the early modern era.”” However, in a recent study on
England until 1700, N. J. Mayhew has argued that while the velocity of circulation
did show long-term fluctuations and while it increased during the 16th century, it did
not rise with increasing urbanization and monetization.”

These efforts have shifted the focus from the supply of money to the demand for
money, the inverse of the velocity of circulation. While earlier literature based on
orthodox interpretations of the quantity theory of money assumed that demand for
money or the velocity of circulation was constant or stable and that it could safely be
ignored, it is thus becoming evident that the determinants of the demand for money
need to be examined in a more general framework. This new framework needs to
include not only the more obvious factors such as commercialization and monetization
but also demographic changes and, more broadly yet, social and cultural factors. For
this reason, it is simplistic to assume that demand for money would remain stable.

Even though we lack the quantitative data for money supply and the volume of
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production or transactions that would be necessary for estimating the demand for
holding money (or the velocity of circulation) for most societies, European and non-
European, powerful arguments have been made as to why many of the variables cited
earlier tend to vary temporally and from one society to another. As a result, it would
be reasonable to expect wide inter-temporal and cross-societal variations in the de-
mand for holding money.” Consequently, it is necessary to abandon the Eurocentric
position with respect to the determinants of the demand for money and insert into this
general framework the varying experiences of different areas of the Old World, from
Western and Central Europe to India and China, as well as the Ottoman Empire.
Another aspect of the debate concerns the long-term consequences of the Price
Revolution. Hamilton argued that by facilitating accumulation in the hands of those
who were building a new order—or, at least, undermining the old—the price increases
contributed to the transition to capitalism in Europe and were thus revolutionary in
their impact.” It has since been shown, however, that agricultural prices and rents
rose much faster than prices of manufactures and wages during this episode. The
major beneficiaries of the price movements were, in fact, the landowners—hardly a
revolutionary class. The manufacturers certainly did not benefit from the rising prices
of raw materials and the lagging prices of their output. The real victims were the
urban laborers, who witnessed a sharp reduction in their standards of living. At least
in the European case, then, it would be difficult to show how the Price Revolution
accelerated the decline of the old order and the transition to industrial capitalism.
More generally, in comparison with the grand visions and bold claims of the earlier
generation about the long-term consequences of the Price Revolution, contemporary
historians of Europe have been downplaying such long-term consequences.”*

NEW EVIDENCE AND A REVIEW OF THE OLD

For a long time, it had been assumed that markets and the use of money in the
Ottoman Empire was limited to long-distance trade and parts of the urban sector.”
Recent research has shown, however, that the urban population and segments of the
countryside were already part of the monetary economy by the end of the 15th cen-
tury. Even more significant, a substantial increase in the use of money occurred during
the 16th century, because of both 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 larger landholders sold parts of their
produce to urban residents. These markets also provided an important opportunity for
the nomads to come into contact with both peasants and the urban population. Large
sectors of the rural population came to use coinage, especially the small denomina-
tions of silver ak¢e and the copper mangir, through their participation in these mar-
kets.”

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 the urban society 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 Otto-
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man society.27 Thanks to these recent studies, we are more aware today than we were
a quarter-century ago that prices and inflation had an impact on virtually all groups
in Ottoman society, and in turn, each group took a position. Most men and women,
both urban and rural, were clear about the consequences of different ways of dealing
with prices and money, and about who gained and who lost.

It is against this background that Barkan’s empirical study of the Price Revolution
needs to be situated. Barkan attempted to measure both the rate of overall inflation
and its timing by making use of the account books of several leading hospices (ima-
rets) in Istanbul from 1489-90 to 1655-56. He constructed weighted price indexes
based on purchases of firewood and sixteen standard items of food in twenty-four
different years during this interval. However, Barkan could locate in the Ottoman
archives only one such account book for the period before 1585—-86, when the govern-
ment undertook a major debasement that had a great impact on prices. That single
account book belonged to the year 1489, the base year for his study. To make up for
this deficiency, he included in his series account books from the palace kitchen for
the years 1555-56 and 1573. He also examined the account books of hospices in the
cities of Edirne and Bursa for the same period.” Thanks to the large volume of mate-
rial available from the Ottoman archives in Istanbul, the price data utilized by Barkan
were much more detailed than those available for any part of Asia and many of the
European countries for this period. Nevertheless, questions were raised about his study
regarding the limited nature of his price observations and whether prices paid by the
hospices closely tended by the government could be considered representative.

I have recently completed a large study of prices and wages in Istanbul—and, to a
lesser extent, in other leading cities of the Ottoman Empire—from the 15th to the
20th centuries.” This study used data on the prices of standard commodities collected
from more than 6,000 account books and price lists located in the Ottoman archives
in Istanbul. In the first stage of the study, three separate food-price indexes were
constructed. One of these was based on the account books and prices paid by the
many pious foundations (vakif'), both large and small, and their soup kitchens. Another
index was based on the account books of the Topkapi palace kitchen, and the third
used the officially established price ceilings (rnarh) for the basic items of consumption
in the capital city.”

To the extent possible, standard commodities were used in these indexes to mini-
mize the effects of quality changes. Each of the three indexes included the prices of
eight to ten leading items of consumption, such as flour, rice, cooking oil, honey,
mutton, chick peas, milk, eggs, and olive oil for burning. The weights of each of these
items in the overall index were based on the average shares of each in total expendi-
tures of the respective institutions. These weights were kept constant for each year. In
cases where the prices of one or more of these items were not available for a given
year, the missing values were estimated by an algorithm that applied regression tech-
niques to the available values.

The annual values of these three food-price indexes were quite close to one another.
Nevertheless, because the prices paid by the palace kitchen and the official price
ceilings might reflect official or state-controlled prices, for the final index I used the
prices obtained from the account books of the pious foundations. Only for those years
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of the 16th century before 1585, for which price data from this source were not
available, I inserted into the index, like Barkan, food prices paid by the palace kitchen.

Based on the available evidence regarding the budget of an average urban con-
sumer, the weight of food items in the overall index was fixed between 75 and 80
percent. The weight of each commodity in the overall index was then fixed according
to its share in total food expenditures. For example, in the absence of a 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.

In the second stage, prices of non-food items obtained from a variety of sources—
most important, the palace account books—were added to the indexes. These com-
modities are soap, wood, coal, and nails by weight (used in construction and repairs).
A cost-of-living index should also have included cloth prices and rental cost of hous-
ing, but adequate series for these are not available at this stage.’’

As a result, detailed and reliable price series for these four-and-a-half centuries
were obtained for the first time for the Middle East—in fact, for the first time for
anywhere in the non-European world. These indexes now make it possible to compare
Barkan’s results with a much larger body of evidence also drawn from archival
sources. The consumer price index I have calculated for the period 1469 to 1700, as
well as the index originally calculated by Barkan for the period 1489 to 1655, are
shown in Figure 1 and Table 1. These two series are broadly similar. As a whole, they
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FIGURE 1. Consumer prices in Istanbul, in akges, 1469—-1700 (1489 = 1.0)
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TABLE 1

Consumer price indexes for Istanbul, 1469—1700

Prices in Grams

Prices in akges" Silver Content of Silver’
of akge
Barkan Pamuk in Grams Barkan Pamuk
Year la 1b 2 3a 3b*
1469 0.77 0.86 0.98
1471 0.89 0.84 1.10
1473 1.14 0.84 1.41
1474 0.89 0.84 1.11
1489 1.00 1.00 0.68 1.00 1.00
1490 0.84 0.68 0.84
1527 1.41 0.66 1.38
1528 145 0.66 1.41
1555 1.42 1.15 0.66 1.35 1.12
1556 1.36 0.66 1.33
1569 143 0.61 1.29
1570 1.48 0.61 1.35
1573 1.80 1.58 0.61 1.60 1.43
1574 1.52 0.61 1.38
1575 1.53 0.61 1.39
1585 1.82 1.81 0.61 1.62 1.64
1586 2.68 2.56 0.34 1.34 1.30
1587 3.19 2.70 0.34 1.59 1.37
1588 3.65 342 0.34 1.83 1.73
1589 2.37 0.34 1.20
1590 3.31 0.34 1.68
1591 2.54 0.34 1.29
1592 2.37 0.34 1.20
1593 2.60 0.34 1.32
1594 2.98 0.34 1.51
1595 4.42 3.18 0.34 2.21 1.61
1596 5.32 4.01 0.23 2.66 1.34
1597 4.79 0.23 1.60
1598 4.68 0.23 1.56
1599 4.18 3.72 0.23 2.09 1.24
1600 4.60 3.67 0.29 1.94 1.57
1601 4.82 342 0.29 2.03 1.46
1602 4.73 341 0.29 1.99 1.45
1603 3.60 0.29 1.53
1604 5.35 0.29 2.28
1605 6.16 4.87 0.29 2.59 2.08
1606 6.31 4.82 0.29 2.65 2.06
1610 341 0.29 1.46
1611 3.15 0.29 1.34
1612 3.16 0.29 1.35
1613 3.11 0.29 1.33
1614 3.19 0.29 1.36
1615 3.70 0.29 1.58
1616 4.04 0.29 1.72
1617 3.88 0.29 1.66
1618 3.06 0.28 1.27

(continued)
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TABLE 1

Continued

Prices in Grams

Prices in akges’ Silver Content of Silver’
of akge
Year Barkan Pamuk in Grams Barkan Pamuk
1619 341 0.28 1.41
1620 3.55 0.28 1.47
1621 5.45 0.28 2.25
1622 5.64 0.23 1.88
1624 5.93 5.28 0.12 2.50 0.92
1625 4.86 0.28 2.01
1626 3.23 0.28 1.33
1627 3.62 0.28 1.50
1628 428 3.44 0.23 1.71 1.15
1629 4.23 3.38 0.23 1.69 1.13
1630 343 0.23 1.14
1631 3.97 0.23 1.32
1632 5.05 4.23 0.23 2.01 1.41
1633 4.08 0.20 1.20
1634 4.81 4.11 0.20 1.92 1.21
1635 4.87 3.88 0.18 1.93 1.03
1636 4.81 4.07 0.18 1.92 1.09
1637 4.84 0.18 1.29
1638 4.88 0.18 1.30
1639 4.64 0.18 1.24
1640 3.99 0.16 0.96
1641 3.42 0.28 1.41
1642 3.29 0.28 1.36
1643 291 0.28 1.20
1644 3.10 0.28 1.28
1645 3.03 0.28 1.25
1646 3.22 0.28 1.33
1647 3.23 0.28 1.34
1648 4.70 3.67 0.28 1.87 1.52
1649 3.69 0.28 1.52
1650 3.31 0.28 1.37
1652 3.38 0.28 1.40
1653 3.51 0.28 1.45
1654 3.46 0.28 1.43
1655 4.62 3.49 0.28 1.84 1.44
1656 3.70 0.28 1.53
1657 4.80 0.28 1.98
1658 4.37 0.28 1.81
1659 3.94 0.23 1.37
1660 4.61 0.23 1.60
1661 5.55 0.23 1.92
1662 4.47 0.23 1.55
1663 3.95 0.23 1.37
1664 3.88 0.23 1.34
1665 3.78 0.23 1.31
1666 4.05 0.23 1.41
1667 4.56 0.23 1.58
(continued)
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TABLE 1  Continued

Prices in Grams

Prices in akges" Silver Content of Silver”
of akge
Year Barkan Pamuk in Grams Barkan Pamuk
1668 4.87 0.23 1.69
1669 4.93 0.21 1.51
1670 4.79 0.21 1.47
1671 4.66 0.21 143
1672 4.88 0.21 1.50
1673 4.75 0.21 1.46
1674 5.11 0.21 1.57
1675 5.60 0.21 1.72
1676 5.98 0.21 1.83
1677 5.97 0.21 1.83
1678 5.81 0.21 1.78
1679 6.43 0.21 1.97
1680 6.26 0.21 1.92
1681 6.13 0.21 1.88
1682 431 0.21 1.32
1683 7.23 0.21 2.22
1684 5.44 0.21 1.67
1685 5.71 0.21 1.75
1686 6.24 0.21 1.91
1687 5.90 0.21 1.81
1688 5.51 0.21 1.69
1689 5.59 0.21 1.72
1690 6.37 0.13 1.23
1691 7.33 0.13 1.41
1692 6.87 0.13 1.32
1693 5.69 0.13 1.10
1696 6.13 0.13 1.19
1697 5.54 0.13 1.08
1698 5.76 0.13 1.12
1699 5.66 0.13 1.10
1700 6.09 0.13 1.19

Sources: Barkan, “The Price Revolution”; Pamuk, Five Hundred Years of Price and Wages;
also see the text.
“1489 = 1.00.

indicate that prices in Istanbul increased by approximately 500 percent from the end
of the 15th to the end of the 17th century. They also show that prices in the capital
city need to be examined in two distinct periods: until the debasement of 1585-86,
when the akce was relatively stable, and after 1586, when monetary instability played
havoc with prices. It is also worth noting that the debasement of 1585-86 led to a
doubling of consumer prices within a period of three years, which is confirmed by
both indexes.

Regarding the period before 1585, my comparison of the prices paid by the palace
kitchen with the prices paid by the hospices indicates that they were quite similar. For

—S

L



S__

L__

The Price Revolution in the Ottoman Empire Reconsidered 79

this reason, Barkan’s insertion of some prices from the palace kitchen into the series
from the hospices did not cause serious problems. More serious in its implications is
the apparent error in Barkan’s calculation of his index for the years 1555 and 1573.
The index values for these years are important because they give us the only measures
of the extent of inflation prior to the debasements of 1585-86—hence, the only mea-
sure of silver inflation until that date. Because Barkan independently published the
full texts of the account books he used for 1489, 1555, and 1573, I attempted to
replicate his calculations for these years, especially because his index appeared unusu-
ally high, especially in 1555 and 1573, in relation to my palace-kitchen index using
the same set of prices.”” One problem arises from the fact that the palace kitchen’s
account books for these two years actually provide prices for no more than eleven of
the seventeen items in Barkan’s basket. Moreover, even though Barkan’s calculations
suggested that food prices paid by the palace kitchen in 1573 were 79.97 percent
higher than the prices paid in 1489 by the hospice of the mosque built for Sultan
Mehmed II, none of the items appearing in the original documents in fact showed
price increases approaching this overall rate. My calculations based on the prices
available from the documents used by Barkan indicate that his index in 1555 and
1573 should stand at approximately 125 and 150, respectively—not at 142.26 and
179.97. My own index provides slightly different values because additional data was
used for these years (see Table 1).

Economic historians studying the Price Revolution have found it useful to make an
analytical distinction between price increases in nominal terms and those expressed
in grams of silver. The latter index is derived by multiplying the price indexes calcu-
lated in nominal akges with the silver content of the akce expressed in grams of silver
for each year. It then becomes possible to break down the total increase in prices into
its two components. The changes in the index measuring prices in grams of silver
may be taken as an indicator for the price level in the absence of debasements. Be-
cause prices in grams of silver would tend to converge between countries under open-
economy conditions—especially for the port city of Istanbul—the difference between
the silver-price index and the other in nominal akgces would reflect the extent of price
increases due to the debasement of the currency. This second component of price
increases was not necessarily independent of the Price Revolution, however, because
the latter created—or, at least, contributed to—the fiscal pressures leading to debase-
ments. The price indexes for Istanbul, including that of Barkan, expressed in grams
of silver are presented in Figure 2 and Table 1.

Between 1489 and 1585, the akce was quite stable, losing 12 percent of its silver
content in two minor debasements undertaken in 1491 and 1566. Because Barkan’s
calculations indicated a 79.97 percent increase in nominal food prices until 1573, his
food-price index expressed in grams of silver rose by 60 percent during the interval
from 1489 to 1573. On the basis of this result, Barkan argued that the impact of the
Price Revolution was being felt strongly in the Ottoman economy before the past
quarter of the 16th century. He then linked the Ottomans’ fiscal difficulties and the
debasement of 1585—-86 to these price increases by arguing that the inflation-adjusted
revenues of the treasury declined during this period because the government failed to
adjust many of the fixed taxes upward. After my correction of Barkan’s price index
for the year 1573, however, the price increases between 1489 and 1573 expressed in
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FIGURE 2. Consumer prices in Istanbul, in grams of silver, 1469—1700 (1489 = 1.0)

grams of silver is reduced to 43 percent, indicating a more modest rate of silver
inflation. My calculations point to an even lower rate of silver inflation for the other
years before 1585 for which data is available (see Figure 2 and Table 1). With this
correction, it becomes more difficult to explain Ottoman fiscal difficulties primarily
in terms of the Price Revolution, or imported inflation, as Barkan put it.

After the debasement of 1585-86, in which the akge lost 44 percent of its silver
content, the Ottoman currency entered a period of extreme instability.” Its silver con-
tent declined further while fluctuating sharply and frequently until the middle of the
17th century. Substandard akces circulated widely during this period. As a result, most
of the increases in food prices after 1585 were due to the deterioration of the cur-
rency.” Unfortunately, we do not have the mint records or records of government
orders to the mints to establish the precise standards of the akce for each year of the
period after 1585. Because the available series on the silver content of the akce reflect
only the official standards, and because substandard coinage often dominated the mar-
kets, we should recognize that Figure 2 probably overstates the extent of silver infla-
tion for the period from 1586 to 1650 and again for 1670 to 1690.

After making some adjustments for the deficiency cited earlier, the indexes pre-
sented in Figure 2 suggest that prices expressed in grams of silver reached their peak
in Istanbul during the first quarter of the 17th century, at approximately 80 to 100
percent above their levels in the base year of 1489. It is worth noting that food prices
in Istanbul expressed in grams of silver declined during the last decades of the 17th
century. By 1700, they were only 20 percent higher than their levels in 1489-90. This
latter trend could not be observed in the indexes constructed by Barkan since his
series ended in mid-century.

Overall, then, these findings agree with those of Barkan regarding the extent of
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nominal price increases in Istanbul from the end of the 15th to the end of the 17th
century. As for the breakdown of this overall increase, however, my series, which is
based on a greater variety of sources and more realistic estimates for the silver content
of the akce, diverge from those of Barkan. They show that silver inflation accounted
for a smaller part, and Ottoman debasements for a larger part, of these increases than
what Barkan suggested a quarter-century ago.

Istanbul was chosen primarily because the data were most detailed for the capital
city. However, price data from the account books of the pious foundations is available
for other cities of the empire, as well. In fact, Barkan provided some evidence from
Edirne to suggest that prices in other Ottoman cities showed similar trends during this
period.” As part of my price and wage study, I gathered price observations from a
shorter list of commodities to construct separate food-price indexes for Edirne and
Bursa, both in the Marmara basin, and Damascus for the interval from 1490 to 1700.
These indexes are summarized in Figure 3. They indicate that changes in food prices
in other Ottoman cities were broadly comparable to the price trends in the capital city
from 1490 to 1700. The price data gathered by Ljuben Berov suggest that the Balkans
experienced similar increases in nominal prices during this period.” The evidence thus
points to similar price trends for the akge region as a whole, stretching from the
Balkans through Anatolia to Syria. For Egypt, where the local silver currency para
or medin was not subjected to the same rates of debasements as the akgce, we can
hypothesize that increases in nominal prices were more limited, but the rise in prices
expressed in grams of silver must have been comparable to those in the akge region.
The well-developed maritime transportation and commercial networks around the
eastern Mediterranean must have ensured the broad convergence of these price trends.
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FIGURE 3. Food prices in Ottoman cities, in akces, 1469—1700 (Istanbul, 1489 = 1.0)
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WHY DID PRICES RISE IN THE NEAR EAST?

In the English version of his article, Barkan is careful not to discuss directly the
causes of the Price Revolution in Europe. In that version, he emphasizes that the
Ottomans sought to establish a self-sufficient and tightly regulated economic system
and argues that inflation, “the product of contact with the Atlantic economy,” was an
imported phenomenon for the Ottoman Empire. “The (inflation) in Europe gradually
began a process by which those commodities were sucked out of Ottoman markets.
Wheat, copper, wool, and the like, which had been the bases of the Ottoman economic
strategy, now came in short supply and... here. .. developed a rapid inflation of
prices which soon endangered the equilibrium and security of the closed (Ottoman)
economic system.””’

For Barkan’s earlier ideas on the origins or causes of the Price Revolution, one has
to go back to the Turkish version of his article, published five years earlier.”® This
piece presented the same empirical evidence, but also included a discussion on the
origins of the Price Revolution. Presenting a graph borrowed from a text by Herbert
Heaton, Barkan explicitly made the link between the arrival of specie from the New
World and the price increases in Europe. He argued that the calculations by Hamilton
show a “complete parallelism” between the volume of specie imports into Spain and
the commodity-price level in that country.”

One section of that article, however, was titled “Other Causes of the Price In-
creases.” There, Barkan showed that he was aware of the debates regarding the causes
of the Price Revolution. Stating that “it would not be correct to link price increases
solely to the accumulation of large stocks of gold and silver from Africa and America
and to rely only on the quantity theory of money in the explanation of price formation
and inflation,” he went on to produce a long list of other possible causes, which
included debasements, population growth, changes in the velocity of circulation of
money, and the emergence of other forms of money such as letters of credit and bills
of exchange. Aside from a detailed discussion of debasements, however, Barkan did
not offer a critical examination of these explanations coming from very different theo-
retical origins.”

This is a good opportunity to take another look at the Ottoman case in light of the
recent debates in the literature. Most important, recent debates confirm that explana-
tions other than that based on the simple quantity-theory framework deserve greater
consideration than has been given by Barkan or others since. In this respect, the
arguments by Miskimin, P. H. Lindert, and J. A. Goldstone, which emphasize long-
term changes in the velocity of circulation and the demand for money, appear quite
plausible in the Ottoman context.* It has already been pointed out that the 16th cen-
tury was a period of population growth, urbanization, growing economic linkages
between rural and urban areas, commercialization, and monetization in the Ottoman
Empire.” The spread of local and regional markets and fairs in the Balkans and Ana-
tolia provide strong evidence for the spread of commercialization and the money
economy during this period. During the 16th century, a significant increase occurred
in the use of money, both because of the increased availability of specie and the
growing economic linkages between the urban and rural areas. Large sectors of the
rural population came to use coinage, especially the small denominations, through
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their participation in markets and because of state taxation of a wide range of eco-
nomic activities. In addition, small-scale but intensive networks of credit relations
developed in and around the urban centers in the Balkans and Anatolia. Ottoman price
increases expressed in grams of silver may thus be due to the rise in the velocity of
circulation arising from these changes, as Miskimin, Lindert, and Goldstone argued
for other countries. Although increased availability of specie is not seen as the cause
of price increases in this perspective, the former are seen as supporting and sustaining
the latter. Moreover, this focus on the changing velocity of circulation during the 16th
century does not necessarily imply that the price increases expressed in grams of
silver were a local phenomenon. On the contrary, this perspective would imply that
the long-term developments in the Ottoman Empire with respect to population growth,
urbanization, and commercialization were part of a more general pattern in Europe
and Asia during the 16th and early 17th centuries.

At the same time, increases in the velocity of circulation should not preclude the
possibility that Ottoman price increases expressed in grams of silver were also due
partly to the transmission of the European price increases through trade. The price
rises in Europe and the ongoing trade with the West may have contributed to the
ongoing inflation by creating strong demand for Ottoman agricultural products, as
argued by Barkan. In other words, price increases in grams of silver may have been
imported from Europe through trade and trade deficits and, at the same time, caused
by changes in the velocity of circulation.

LONG-TERM CONSEQUENCES OF THE PRICE REVOLUTION

While the recent debates about the Price Revolution in Europe and the world economy
have focused on the causes of the price increases, for historians of the Ottoman Em-
pire the long-term consequences have attracted more attention. One important reason
for this was Barkan’s thesis that the price increases constituted a negative turning
point and a leading cause of the “Ottoman decline” at the end of the 16th century.
These arguments also deserve closer scrutiny.

Barkan identified three key areas in which the Price Revolution showed its adverse
effects: state finances, agricultural organization, and industry. With respect to the first,
he provided detailed evidence from his own research into Ottoman budgets to show
that the revenues of the central government failed to keep pace with price increases
and rising expenditures. The healthy surpluses of the earlier period had turned into
deficits by the last decades of the 16th century.” Because some of the government
revenues were fixed in nominal terms and the government failed adjust these upward,
he argued, the Price Revolution did contribute to Ottoman fiscal woes. My price series
showed that this effect was more modest than that suggested by Barkan. Further, there
were other, more important causes of Ottoman fiscal difficulties. It was, above all, the
growing need for maintaining larger central armies, as well as the increasing fre-
quency of long and exhaustive wars in both the East and the West, that gave rise to
the budget deficits and eventually led to the debasements.

During the earlier part of the 16th century, new territories, including Hungary,
Syria, Mesopotamia, and Egypt, had been incorporated into the empire. State finances
had benefited from these successful campaigns and the inflow of annual remittances
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from these provinces—most important, from Egypt. The territorial expansion of the
empire reached its limits, however, after mid-century. At the same time, the changing
technology of warfare began to raise military costs for the central government. Around
the middle of the 16th century, when the timar-holding sipahis formed the backbone
of the Ottoman army, 30 to 40 percent of military expenses were met by revenues
collected in rural areas by the sipahi. As the traditional cavalry, armed with conven-
tional weapons of bow and arrow, lance, and sword, proved ineffective against the
Austrian musketeers, however, the central government was forced to increase the
number of janissaries, the standing infantry corps, from 13,000 in the 1550s to 38,000
in the 1600s. The additional costs of this shift fell upon the central treasury.*

The protracted and costly wars with the Safavids in the east and the Habsburgs in
the west during the second half of the century thus began to drain the enormous
financial reserves of the imperial treasury accumulated during the earlier period. With
the outbreak of another war with Iran in 1578, the treasury began to experience short-
ages of silver for payments to the soldiers. In this respect, too, the Ottoman difficulties
were part of a pattern that was repeated across Europe and parts of Asia during the
16th and 17th centuries.”

With respect to agriculture, Barkan argued that the Price Revolution and the debase-
ment of 1585-86 played a key role in the disintegration of the timar system of land
tenure.” The timar system had relied on the agricultural taxes collected from peasant
producers to equip locally a cavalry-based force that joined the imperial army at
wartime. Aside from the tithe, which was collected in kind, most of the other dues
and taxes collected from the peasant households by the sipahi were fixed in terms of
the akce. Because the latter revenues failed to keep up with the increased cost of
living and the necessary costs of armament, many sipahis refused to join the army
and began to leave their timars after the debasement of 1585-86."

The central government could have adjusted these dues upward, thereby increasing
the incomes of the sipahis. Instead, it left their nominal levels unchanged but chose
to levy a series of extraordinary taxes, called avariz-1 divaniyye and tekalif-i orfiyye,
on the rural population in order to bring cash directly into the treasury. This move
further undermined the sipahi and the provincial army. The government soon aban-
doned the fimar system and shifted to tax-farming, auctioning off the collection of
rural taxes to the highest bidders.” This broad shift toward the collection of the ag-
ricultural taxes at the center was due to the changing techniques of warfare and the
need to maintain larger permanent armies. The decline of the timar system, then,
was due more to military considerations than the adverse consequences of the Price
Revolution.”

One aspect of the Price Revolution in the Ottoman Empire that has not drawn any
attention has been its distributional consequences. Because the prices of agricultural
goods tended to rise faster than other prices during this period, the more market-
oriented segments of the agricultural population—those in control of marketable sur-
pluses such as medium-size landholders and estate owners—tended to benefit from the
Price Revolution. On the other hand, it was the urban working groups—the artisans as
well as the consumers—who carried the burden of the price increases. Because food
prices rose in urban areas, detailed wage data recently collected from the Ottoman
archives show that nominal wages failed to keep up with prices. The purchasing power

—S

L



S__

L__

The Price Revolution in the Ottoman Empire Reconsidered 85

of urban wages declined by 30 to 40 percent during the 16th century, and they re-
mained roughly unchanged at those levels during the 17th century.”

Regarding the consequences on Ottoman industry, Barkan argued that the exporta-
tion to Europe of the basic raw materials arising from West—East price differentials
created severe shortages for Ottoman guilds. When these price effects combined with
the increasing competitiveness of European industry and the inability of Ottoman
manufacturers to keep up with them, Barkan insisted, an irreversible crisis developed
for Ottoman industry. He thus placed the decline of Ottoman guilds in the face of
European competition firmly in the 16th century.”

It is true that Ottoman industry was adversely affected by the price movements.
Ottoman guilds, especially those in coastal regions, were hurt by the shortages arising
from the exportation of raw materials to Europe. In a similar vein, Murat Cizakc¢a has
argued that in the case of the silk industry from 1550 to 1650, even though wages
lagged behind price increases, profit margins were squeezed between the stagnating
prices of output and the rapidly rising prices of raw materials.”> However, there is a
good deal of evidence that these shortages were not permanent and that the guilds
later recovered.” Moreover, this line of reasoning cannot explain why European manu-
facturers, which faced similar price movements, did much better than their Ottoman
counterparts. If the 17th century, or most of it, was a period of stagnation for Ottoman
guilds, the reasons must be sought elsewhere, not in the adverse price movements
associated with the Price Revolution. In fact, the volume of trade with Europe re-
mained limited, and Ottoman manufactures were not subjected to any serious competi-
tion from European industry, until the 19th century. The imports during this period
were mostly luxury goods and items such as colonial wares. Recent research has also
shown that the 18th century until the 1780s was a period of stability and expansion
for the Ottoman economy, including manufacturing.™

One reason that the debate on the Price Revolution in Europe originally attracted
so much attention had to do with the rash claims of Hamilton and his followers that
by redistributing income into the hands of new groups, the price increases paved the
way for the rise of capitalism. The international literature on the Price Revolution has
since rejected this argument. It is interesting that Barkan similarly interpreted the
price increases as a turning point and a leading cause of the “Ottoman decline” at the
end of the 16th century. With the help of new evidence about Ottoman prices, we have
shown in this study that the impact of the silver inflation on the Ottoman economy and
finances was more limited than what Barkan suggested a quarter-century ago. The
Ottoman system undoubtedly faced severe fiscal and economic difficulties at the end
of the 16th and during the first half of the 17th centuries. However, these difficulties
related more to other causes than to the impact of silver inflation per se. In retrospect,
Barkan’s as well as Hamilton’s claims and the attempt to single out the Price Revolu-
tion as a key event appear exaggerated if not unfounded.

NOTES

Author’s note: 1 thank three anonymous referees for useful comments; Bagis Erten and Nadir Ozbek for
assistance with the graphs; and the Bogazici University Research Fund for the support it provided through
projects 97HZ101 and 99HZ02.
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