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Abstract
This article studies the accumulation and intergenerational transmission of

wealth in early-modern Ottoman Anatolia by employing data from probate estate
inventories (terekes) as found in the court records (sicils) of eighteenth-century
Kastamonu, a town located in northern Anatolia. Extractinginformation on the
wealth levels and personal characteristics of father-son pairs in the period between
1710 and 1806, we conduct regression analysis of factors determining the wealth
of sons. In this first attempt to simultaneously analyze the estate inventories of par-
ents and children in the Ottoman Empire, we also compare our results with those
obtained for regions that were growing rapidly in this era and discuss the impli-
cations of our findings for the prospects of capital accumulation in the Ottoman
context. Our results show that wealth holding was more equalin Kastamonu than
in Britain in the eighteenth century. This was caused in partby the significantly
lower transmission of wealth from fathers to sons. Althoughthere was a signifi-
cant correlation between the wealth-levels of fathers and sons in Kastamonu, this
relationship was weaker there than what has been observed for eighteenth-century
Britain. Regression to the mean among the sons was more rapidin Kastamonu. Fi-
nally, in at least one Ottoman context, our calculations cast doubt on the argument
that Islamic inheritance practices led to excessive levelsof wealth fragmentation.

Journal of Economic Literature Classification: D3, E24, N3, O53, Z12
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Intergenerational Wealth Accumulation and Dispersion in the Ottoman Empire: 

Observations from Eighteenth-Century Kastamonu* 

 

Economic historians of Europe and North America have long been interested in wealth 

accumulation and transmission across generations. Gathering information on the wealth of 

individuals from a variety of sources, such as wills, tax records, census schedules, and probate 

inventories, they have examined the distribution of wealth in earlier societies and analyzed how 

wealth levels and inequality varied over time and between regions. They have also explored 

whether personal characteristics and social institutions have contributed to the growth of 

individual wealth and studied how poverty and prosperity were inherited from one generation to 

the next. These studies provide the key methods of analysis and the bases for comparison for 

those interested in examining the accumulation and transmission of wealth in other societies.
1
 

 Comparable research on the Ottoman Empire has been slow to develop. Although a 

number of recent quantitative studies have portrayed wealth inequality and economic 

stratification in various Ottoman communities (Ergene & Berker, 2008; Gerber, 1998; Pascual & 

Establet, 1994; Gradeva, 2005; Establet et al, 1994), no attempt has been made until now to 

systematically examine how factors such as parental wealth, inheritance practices, 

socioeconomic status, or length of time affected the accumulation of wealth. Identifying the 

determinants of wealth is particularly important for the Ottoman Empire because it might give 

clues on the relative economic backwardness of the region. Kuran (2003, 2004, and 2010) has 

recently offered an explanation centered on, among other institutional variables, the Islamic law 

of inheritance, an evolutionary bottleneck that inhibited capital accumulation.
2
  To examine 
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relevant phenomena quantitatively, we need to identify the mechanisms of wealth accumulation 

in the Ottoman Empire and compare them with those of other societies.  

This article studies the accumulation and intergenerational transmission of wealth in 

early-modern Ottoman Anatolia by employing data from probate estate inventories (terekes) as 

found in the court records (sicils) of eighteenth-century Kastamonu, a town located in northern 

Anatolia. Extracting information on the wealth levels and personal characteristics of father-son 

pairs in the period between 1710 and 1806, we conduct regression analysis of factors 

determining the wealth of sons. In this first attempt to simultaneously analyze the estate 

inventories of parents and children in the Ottoman Empire, we also compare our results with 

those obtained for regions that were growing rapidly in this era and discuss the implications of 

our findings for the prospects of capital accumulation in the Ottoman context.  

Our results show that wealth holding was more equal in Kastamonu than in Britain in the 

eighteenth century.  This was caused in part by the significantly lower transmission of wealth 

from fathers to sons.  Although there was a significant correlation between the wealth-levels of 

fathers and sons in Kastamonu, this relationship was weaker there than what has been observed 

for eighteenth-century Britain.  Regression to the mean among the sons was more rapid in 

Kastamonu. Finally, in at least one Ottoman context, our calculations cast doubt on the argument 

that Islamic inheritance practices led to excessive levels of wealth fragmentation. 

 

Context and Data 

This study is based on information found in the estate inventories as recorded in eighteenth-

century (1710-1806) court records of Kastamonu, a medium-sized town in northern Anatolia.  

By the mid-eighteenth century, the Kastamonu sub-province (sancak), located on the Black Sea 
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coast and part of the province (eyalet) of Anatolia, probably had a population of about 30,000 

households. The town of Kastamonu—the legal and administrative center of the sub-province—

had a population of 3,500 to 4,000 households, including the inhabitants of its 41 quarters and 

the villages located nearby (Ergene, 2003: ch. 1). Little is known about the town’s demographic 

composition, especially in the eighteenth century. Based on the observations of European 

travelers of the nineteenth century and our impressions from court records, we can surmise that 

Kastamonu was inhabited primarily by a Muslim, Turkish-speaking population. Kastamonu has 

received less attention in modern scholarship than some of the other Anatolian urban centers 

such as Ankara, Bursa, and Kayseri. Because the town’s court records are quite complete relative 

to its size, however, it is perfectly suited to the quantitative analysis presented here.  

The court records of Kastamonu include about 1,500 estate inventories of Muslim male 

adults from 63 registers,
3
 covering the 96-year period from 1710 to 1806.

4
  An estate inventory 

typically provides detailed information about the wealth possessed by an individual at the time of 

his or her death, containing an itemized listing and monetary appraisal of the cash, property, and 

debt left behind by the deceased as well as the names of heirs and their inheritance shares. 

Prepared by court officials at the request of the heirs, estate inventories list the private holdings 

(mülk) of the deceased.
5
  

Limitations of terekes as historical sources for quantitative research on economic 

conditions need to be acknowledged in a study such as this one (Ergene & Berker, 2008; 

Gradeva, 2005; Pascual & Establet, 1994, p. 31-2). These documents tend to under-represent 

female testators, non-Muslims, rural populations, and the poor, and to over-represent the elderly. 

It is likely that many tried to avoid the court’s involvement in the appraisal and division of 

estates since courts charged a fraction of the estate’s overall value as an ‘inheritance tax’ (resm-i 
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kısmet), in addition to a number of lump-sum fees for its service. In fact, the court’s appraisal 

and division of estates was not always desired, especially when there was no dispute among 

heirs; it was often disagreements over inheritance shares that necessitated the court’s 

involvement in estate divisions. Unfortunately, it is impossible to determine, even roughly, what 

percentage of the deaths in a particular location ended up in estate inventories. 

Furthermore, we cannot be absolutely sure that the inventories accurately reflect the real 

worth of the deceased at the time of their death. Heirs often tried to conceal portions of their 

estates from court officials in order to reduce the ‘inheritance tax’ portion of court fees. There is 

also the issue of the reliability of the court’s monetary appraisal of estates. We lack information 

about real market prices of the majority of items listed in inventories, and we cannot be sure 

about the motivations of court officials in preparing them—they may have inflated appraisals to 

increase their fees. However, such problems are not specific to Ottoman estate inventories (cf. 

Arrondel & Grange, 2006; Main, 1975; Jones, 1980: introduction and 1982), and they have not 

thwarted the development of a rich and illuminating economic-history literature on many 

Western contexts based on similar types of documents. Indeed, terekes constitute a unique and 

under-utilized data source for the period under study; because of the type of information found in 

them, they remain irreplaceable for reconstructing the economic and social history of Ottoman 

provincial life before modern times. 

We calculated the net value of individual estates by deducting the debts and outstanding 

obligations of the deceased from the monetary value of their assets.
6
  To remove price effects 

from the data, we deflated these nominal figures to real values by using the consumer price index 

constructed by Özmucur & Pamuk (2002). Table 1 summarizes the distribution of net real wealth 



7 

 

in Kastamonu by showing the average and median wealth and the coefficient of variation in the 

population as well as a quintile analysis of these statistics.  

 

A Sub-sample of Fathers and Sons:  

The next step was to scan the terekes of approximately 1,500 adult male Muslims and 

identify those that belonged to fathers and sons. This was a tedious process which took about six 

months of uninterrupted work. In identifying father-son tereke pairings, we utilized the 

information found in the individual terekes, including, first and foremost, the names of the 

fathers and their sons, but also the names of their common heirs, family nicknames (neseb), their 

quarter or village of origin, and the year of their death. We included in the sample of tereke 

pairings only those that could be identified as father and son with a reasonable degree of 

certainty. To do so, we sought at least three pieces of corroborating information in tereke 

pairings, in addition to the names of potential fathers and sons listed in both inventories.
7
  

An example may help to clarify this procedure. Assume that we found two terekes which 

might indicate a father-son pair. The first one, let’s say, was recorded in 1755 and belonged to a 

certain Ahmed bin (son of) Hasan from the Muzaferredin quarter in Kastamonu, who left behind 

as his only heir an adult son named Ismail. The second tereke, recorded in 1776, belonged to 

Ismail bin Ahmed, again from the Muzaferreddin quarter, who left behind a wife, Aişe bint 

(daughter of) Süleyman; an adult son, Hüseyin; and an adult daughter, Neslişah.
8
  Since in 

Kastamonu many families lived in the same quarter or village for generations and since most 

fathers and sons died within 15 to 25 years of one another, we have reason to suspect that these 

terekes belonged to a father and his son. But because the same information could also have come 
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from two unrelated individuals, it alone is not sufficient for us to include Ahmed and Ismail in 

the sub-sample. 

Now suppose that the tereke of Ahmed also reported that he had the family name 

‘Kıbrısizade,’ the neseb of a well-known family in eighteenth-century Kastamonu, and that he 

was survived by a wife named Zeyneb bint Mehmed. If the tereke of Ismail bin Ahmed also 

identified him as a Kıbrısizade, or mentioned a surviving mother named Zeyneb bint Mehmed 

among his heirs, the likelihood would be much stronger that he was in fact Ahmed’s son, and we 

would include the two terekes in the sample. In this case the three criteria for inclusion would be 

1a) the common neseb of Ahmed and Ismail or 1b) the common name of Ahmed’s wife and 

Ismail’s mother, 2) the common quarter of residence, and 3) the plausible time lapse between 

their deaths. 

Some pieces of information in the terekes are stronger indicators of a father-son 

relationship than others. For example, whereas the names of common heirs are fairly powerful 

indicators of such a relationship, common quarters/villages of origin, or a reasonable time span 

between the deaths of testators are merely suggestive. Thus we adopted a strategy for evaluating 

and comparing the strength of evidence of possible father-son relationships. Let us illustrate 

again by using the above example: Suppose that Ismail’s tereke identified him as a Kıbrısizade 

(just like the tereke of Ahmed) and gave the name of his surviving mother as Zeyneb bint 

Mehmed (the same name as Ahmed’s surviving wife), but identified his quarter of origin as 

Seydiler and not Muzafereddin. In such a situation we would still include Ahmed and Ismail’s 

terekes in the sample because fathers and sons could have lived in different quarters, villages, or 

even towns and regions. If, however, Ismail’s tereke identified him as a Kıbrısizade and gave the 

name of his surviving mother as Zeyneb bint Mehmed but, at the same time, identified a ‘brother 
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from his father’s side’ named, say, Ibrahim, among his heirs, this would rule out the possibility 

of his being the son of Ahmed, since the latter’s tereke did not list another son named Ibrahim 

among his living heirs. In this case, a single piece of disqualifying information outweighs the 

otherwise consistent information between the terekes.  

After subjecting 1,500 or so terekes of Muslim male adults to this form of comparative 

breakdown, we identified 208 terekes (104 pairs) as belonging to adult fathers and sons. Of these 

104 pairs, five were excluded because the sons had died before their fathers (making them 

irrelevant to a study about intergenerational wealth accumulation). Two more were excluded 

because the net values of the sons’ inherited estates were not clear. Our final sub-sample of adult 

fathers and sons thus consists of 97 pairs. To be sure, the rigorous method we employed to 

identify father and son terekes has led to a fairly small sample size. Nevertheless, we preferred to 

err on the side of caution rather than risk including in the sub-sample a potentially high number 

of false pairings.
9
  

We doubt that significantly larger samples of father-son tereke pairings can be 

constructed for other comparable Ottoman contexts using a similar data-extraction methodology. 

Our sample comes from a chronologically unbroken collection of sicils that spans almost 100 

years and contains more than 2,200 terekes of male and female Muslims. Such a rich, complete, 

and temporally long-ranging collection of court records is rare for urban centers the size of 

eighteenth-century Kastamonu. For larger urban centers such as Istanbul, Bursa, or Damascus, 

on the other hand, the problem is that most of these locations contained multiple courts, each 

with its own archive. Thus, identifying father-son tereke pairings for a 100-year period in these 

places would be an enormous undertaking, requiring a comparison of hundreds of court registers, 

each containing possibly tens of thousands of terekes. While such an effort might well produce a 
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larger sample of pairings, there is no guarantee that it would be more representative than our 

sample for eighteenth-century Kastamonu, given the population sizes of these cities. 

Table 1 presents some general observations for the full and sub-samples, including 

separate calculations for fathers’ and sons’ estates.
10

 

 

Table 1 about here 

 

The differences between the full sample and the sub-sample of fathers and sons raise 

questions about the sub-sample's overall representativeness. According to Table 1, the sub-

sample is more reflective of the richer inhabitants of Kastamonu than of the entire community. 

The differences observed between the full and sub-samples are not unique to our study. For 

example, Arrondel & Grange (2006: 216) observe that their ‘selected sample of father-child pairs 

... concerns a richer population than the population… overall.’  In a more recent study, Clark & 

Cummins (2009:25) choose to correct for a bias in their dataset induced by missing father-son 

wills by estimating the parent-child wealth relationship ‘from the cases of richer fathers and their 

sons.’  In fact, selection processes in all such studies, by definition, focus exclusively on married 

individuals, who were likely to be wealthier than others. In our case, the difference must have 

been also amplified by the criteria used for matching fathers and sons. As described, we relied 

heavily on information about siblings and well-known family designations (neseb) to match 

fathers and sons. It is likely that this process selected individuals associated with large and 

powerful families, whose members often constituted the local elite and occupied influential and 

prestigious positions. If such families were wealthier than others, this would explain the higher 

average wealth of individuals in the sub-sample.
11
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Aside from the discrepancies between the full and sub-samples, a comparison of the 

calculations made for fathers’ and sons’ estates also reveals striking variations between their 

wealth levels.
12

  Fathers’ estates are on average about 3 times larger than sons’, indicating a 

considerable degree of wealth fragmentation among subsequent generations of parents and 

children. In fact, in only 24 of the 97 pairs (25%) do sons’ estates appear to be larger than those 

of their fathers. It is possible that the egalitarian Islamic inheritance system played a role in 

intergenerational wealth dispersion, though we cannot determine this role by comparing averages 

alone (see below for more on this). The observed pattern could simply be indicative of a 

regression to mean, also documented in other historical contexts with different inheritance 

practices. 

 

Analysis: Accumulation and Transmission of Wealth across Generations 

The literature on cross-generational wealth comparisons has identified various trends in the 

accumulation and intergenerational transmission of wealth by examining influences on the 

wealth levels of children at the time of their death (Clark & Cummins, 2009; Menchik, 1979; 

Arrondel & Grange, 2006; Harbury & Hitchens, 1979). Consistent with these studies, we use 

data from the sub-sample of father-son pairs for a regression analysis of the determinants of 

wealth. The dependent variable is the real net wealth of the son, entered in natural logarithmic 

scale.  

 In our analysis, we divide the factors determining the son's wealth into three general 

categories: inheritance, socioeconomic status, and the duration of wealth accumulation. The main 

factor of interest in the first category is the (natural log of) wealth inherited from the father. The 

logarithmic specification allows us to separate the influence of the wealth inherited from the 
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father into two channels. The first is ‘through mechanisms such as genes, culture, and social 

position that are independent of the number of children’ (Clark & Cummins, 2009, p. 20). But 

since inheritance is often shared with others, there is also a second mechanism, which operates 

through the direct transfer of wealth from father to son: the son’s share of resources inherited 

from the father.  

 Although in the English society that Clark & Cummins (2009) studied the son’s share 

depended simply on the number of children, things were more complicated in the Ottoman 

Empire. According to the Islamic inheritance system, the surviving sons, wives, daughters, and 

more distant relatives of the deceased were entitled to different shares of the estate, as specified 

by intricate rules. For example, whereas the wife of the deceased received a variable portion of 

the estate depending on the number of children surviving the deceased, the daughters were 

always entitled to half of the shares of the sons.
13

  Therefore, if a deceased man were survived by 

no wives but only a son and two daughters, the ‘effective’ number of equivalent shares 

corresponding to the son's portion was two, not three. We used these intricate rules to calculate 

the ‘effective’ number of inheritance shares that each estate generated (also equivalent to the 

division of the value of the father’s estate by the value of son’s actual inheritance share as 

reported in the father’s tereke). 

 To identify the individual effects of the two components of inheritance, we enter the total 

real net wealth of the father and the effective number of inheritors as separate variables. As Clark 

& Cummins (2009, p. 20) state, the relative magnitudes of the effects of these variables ‘will 

dictate how strong the quality-quantity tradeoff is.’  In the next section we discuss in more detail 

how conceptualizing these components of inheritance as two separate mechanisms allows us to 
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determine the relative importance of various factors in inhibiting capital accumulation and long-

term development in the Middle East.  

We enter both variables into the regression equation in natural logs, so the coefficient of 

father’s wealth represents the elasticity of sons’ wealth with respect to fathers’ wealth, and the 

coefficient of the number of inheritance shares shows the elasticity of son’s wealth to changes in 

the number of effective co-inheritors. An elasticity measure of one with respect to father’s 

wealth would indicate that wealth in a society is completely immobile and sons inherit the same 

relative economic positions as their fathers, while a measure of zero would conversely mean 

perfect mobility where the father’s wealth has no influence on the son’s economic position 

whatsoever. An elasticity measure between zero and one obtained for fathers’ wealth indicates a 

phenomenon known as reversion to mean. The elasticity of son’s wealth with respect to the 

number of effective co-inheritors has a similarly straightforward interpretation. An elasticity 

measure of zero, for example, would indicate that the son's wealth is independent of the way 

inheritance is divided among heirs. 

In the second category, we consider the socioeconomic status of the son and the father. 

Since terekes do not provide any direct information about an individual’s class or (for the most 

part) occupational background, we employ in the following analysis honorary titles to make 

inferences about the social standing of the deceased. Honorary titles appear in terekes as parts of 

men’s names and, in the absence of surnames and along with other markers of identification 

(such as birthplace, family nickname, and personal traits), they distinguish individuals with 

reference to their affiliation with the provincial administrative structure and relative positions 

within the community.
14

  Technically, these titles signify individuals who possessed specific 

types of professional training or education, who performed various sorts of 
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military/administrative or judicial/religious functions, and who enjoyed the socioeconomic 

privileges associated therewith. In addition to exemption from taxation, these benefits included 

economic compensation for specific services as well as varying degrees of communal influence 

associated with their involvement in the provincial administration.  

Based on honorary titles we can determine if a man belonged to the 

military/administrative establishment (seyfiyye, in Ottoman Turkish) or the judicial/religious one 

(ilmiyye). If a man had no title attached to his name, he belonged to neither group. Seyfiyye 

included those men with military/administrative responsibilities or affiliations, such as 

governors, members of the police force, and the officers as well as the rank-and-file of the 

provincial militia. In this study we identify the following honorary titles as the primary indicators 

of military/administrative status: Ağa, Beşe, and Beğ.
15

 Ilmiyye, on the other hand, was composed 

of individuals with religious and judiciary responsibilities or affiliations, such as local qadis 

(magistrates), muftis (jurisconsults), and mosque imams. Such individuals carried the following 

titles: Efendi, Molla, Halife, Çelebi, and Dede.
16

  Both military and religious title-holders, who 

possessed elevated standing in their communities, were generally exempt from taxes, which 

made their positions economically as well as socially attractive. Men-without-titles, on the other 

hand, were considered to be the masses and were responsible for paying taxes.
17

   

 Recent research on eighteenth-century Kastamonu has also demonstrated that Ağas were 

significantly more prosperous than other military title-holders. The same research has also 

revealed that Efendis were considerably wealthier than the rest of the religious title-holders 

(Ergene & Berker, 2008). Given that Ağas and Efendis also occupied the most prestigious 

provincial positions relative to other military/administrative and religious/judicial title-holders in 

Kastamonu, we may regard them as the highest-ranking members of the two establishments, 
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respectively. Therefore, in the following analysis we identify Ağas as ‘elite 

military/administrative title-holders,’ and Efendis as ‘elite religious/judicial title-holders.’  

 The third determinant of one's wealth is the duration of accumulation. Based on 

economic theories and quantitative studies of wealth accumulation, we would expect an 

individual with more time to accumulate wealth to be wealthier than others, all else being equal. 

Ideally, we could determine the beginning of wealth accumulation from the date of employment 

or marriage, for instance, but this information is not available from our sources. Instead, we 

included the number of years between the deaths (the dates of the terekes) of the father and the 

son.
18

   

 

Table 2 about here 

 

Table 2 shows descriptive statistics for the fathers and sons in the sample for variables 

used in regression analysis. As seen in the table, despite the significant difference in the natural 

logarithms of average wealth between sons and fathers, the distribution of titles is very similar. 

Overall, military title-holders constituted 39% of the fathers and 35% of the sons, while religious 

title-holders constituted 24% of the fathers and 25% of the sons, and those without titles 

constituted 37% of the fathers and 40% of the sons.    

 For a regression analysis of how inheritance, socioeconomic status, and the duration of 

accumulation affected wealth, we regressed these variables on the sons' wealth. To ensure that 

results are robust to how the model is specified, we included various combinations of these 

variables into the regression equation, and show the results in Table 3. As discussed earlier, since 

the father's wealth and the number of inheritors have been transformed into natural log values, 
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their coefficients represent the elasticity of the son's wealth, also in natural logs, with respect to 

changes in these variables. The coefficient of father's wealth is consistently positive and 

significant across specifications. The values of this coefficient are very close across models, 

hovering around 0.45, as we control for different combinations of other variables. The coefficient 

of the number of inheritors, by contrast, is consistently negative as one would expect, but the 

effect is insignificant in all models, an intriguing finding that requires our attention. Overall, the 

results observed for the first two coefficients reveal that the total wealth of the father, more so 

than how his inheritance was divided among his heirs, influenced intergenerational wealth 

accumulation. We will return to the implications of this result for the relationship between 

inheritance laws and wealth accumulation. 

 

 

Table 3 about here 

 

 

 

To consider the effect of socioeconomic status on wealth, we included honorific titles in 

the regression analysis in various combinations (models four to six). In model four, we included 

them as dummy variables that distinguish between the differential effects of the son having a 

religious/judicial or a military/administrative title as compared to having no title at all (the 

reference category). In the next model, we focused on the effect of elite titles by specifying 

dummy variables based on whether the son had an elite religious/judicial or elite 

military/administrative title, the reference category being those with non-elite titles or no title at 

all. The final model considers the same effect for the father's titles. We included honorific titles 

in various other combinations that are not reported here. Surprisingly, the effect of titles was 

generally insignificant in all specifications except for the effect of the elite 
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military/administrative status of the son (p-value=0.09) in model five. The same effect was 

insignificant for the fathers' titles.  

Given that Ottoman historians have traditionally considered honorific titles to be 

representative of social and economic privilege, these results raise the question of why status did 

not affect wealth.
19

  Even if we assume that the coefficients for fathers’ wealth capture the 

economic import of fathers’ titles, it is not easy to explain why we do not observe statistically 

significant associations between sons’ wealth and their own titles. It is possible that this is a 

peculiarity of our sub-sample. Perhaps the wealth of the sons of the rich, influential, and well-

established families was not directly associated with their religious, administrative, or judicial 

position. Their affluence may have resulted more from their privileged circumstances than from 

the human capital associated with the training and/or education required to attain these titles. We 

need further research to determine the accuracy of these inferences. 

Finally, our results show that the effect of duration was positive and significant, just as 

one would expect. The greater the time lapse since his father's death, the more likely a son was to 

accumulate wealth and demonstrate upward intergenerational wealth mobility. The accumulation 

may reflect not just the fruit of his own economic labor but also his inheritance from relatives 

and family members who died during this period. The magnitude and significance of duration is 

remarkably consistent across models, confirming the robustness of the effect of duration on the 

son's wealth. 

 

Comparisons and Implications 

 Our results offer mixed support for some of the well-known arguments made in recent 

literature about the greater uniformity of wealth distribution in the Middle East and the 



18 

 

institutional causes and economic consequences of this phenomenon. Since most of our results 

have been estimated in unit-free statistics, they are directly comparable with other studies of 

wealth inequality and transmission. To explore the implications of these estimates for the 

relationship between wealth inequality and economic underdevelopment, we compare our 

measures with those given for various regions of Great Britain, particularly England, a society 

that was growing rapidly during this period. These comparisons will help locate where the 

distribution and transmission of wealth in Kastamonu fits into the range of possibilities and 

whether the slow accumulation of wealth can be attributed to institutional factors such as the 

system of inheritance. 

Neoclassical theories of economic development identify capital accumulation as a major 

factor of growth (Solow, 1967; Jorgensen & Griliches, 1967). Historically, the link between 

economic inequality and capital accumulation could also be direct. Therefore, it is possible to 

observe positive associations between inequality and economic development for specific 

contexts.  For example, in eighteenth- and early-nineteenth-century Britain economic inequality 

was useful for channeling scarce sources to those whose marginal propensity to save and invest 

was higher, a process which, in return, contributed to economic development (Galor & Moav, 

2004; Zhang, 2005: 167; Allen, 2009).
20

 A similar association between inequality and 

accumulation is also conceivable for the Ottoman society, especially because of its institutional 

characteristics: In an environment where capital markets were underdeveloped and economic 

organizations that could facilitate capital pooling did not exist (Kuran, 2003 and 2004), 

concentration of wealth in the hands of a small group of individuals must have been critical to 

generate investment into the economy and new technologies. Thus, the following comparisons of 
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inequality across various regions are presented with the intention to make inferences about 

differential potentials of accumulation and development in these areas.  

Table four shows how the coefficient of variation of wealth in Kastamonu, calculated by 

using the entire sample of 1475 observations, compared with various estimates given for 

England, Scotland, and Britain as a whole in the eighteenth century. James’ (1988) estimates 

show wide range of inequality in different parts of Britain, the coefficient of variation changing 

from 1.21 in West Midlands to 3.04 in London and 3.27 in Scotland. Because these estimates are 

based on fire insurance evaluations, however, they likely understate the true wealth variation 

substantially (supposing wealth elasticity of demand for housing and other types of insurable 

properties to be less than one).
21

 The coefficient of variation calculated from Clark & Cummins’ 

(2009) sample is significantly higher for England. Comparing these estimates with ours, we see 

that wealth distribution was more uniform in Kastamonu than in London, Scotland, England, and 

Britain as a whole. Although further studies are needed on other regions of the Ottoman Empire 

to generalize these results, these comparisons support the argument about the greater inequality 

of wealth in England than in Ottoman Anatolia in this era. 

 

Table 4 about here 

 

To identify factors responsible for differences in wealth inequality, we compare the 

results of our regression analysis for Kastamonu with those of Clark & Cummins (2009) 

estimated for eighteenth-century England. As discussed earlier, both studies separated the 

mechanism determining the intergenerational transmission of wealth into two components, 

namely the effects of the father’s wealth and the number of inheritors, making their results 
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directly comparable. When we compare estimates of the first effect between the two studies, we 

see that the total elasticity of the sons’ wealth with respect to fathers’ was significantly higher in 

England (0.66) than in Kastamonu (0.45) after controlling for other factors (cf. Clark & 

Cummins, 2009, p. 20).
22

  The wealthy members of one generation in Kastamonu were thus less 

successful in transferring their wealth to the next generation than their counterparts in England. 

Kastamonu must have been a more open society in which sons’ wealth was less likely to be 

determined by their fathers, with the consequence that wealth was less likely to be concentrated 

in a small segment of the society over successive generations, generating lower inequality 

overall.
23

    

Our results also indicate that the difference in wealth inequality was not caused by the 

egalitarianism of the Islamic inheritance practices. We derive this implication from the second 

mechanism affecting the intergenerational transmission of wealth, namely the effect of the 

number of inheritance shares, which is consistently insignificant in Kastamonu in all models. To 

ensure that our results were not biased from the way we calculated inheritance shares according 

to the intricate rules of Islamic law, we ran the same regressions with alternative measures of the 

quantity of inheritors by giving everyone equal weights. Regression results based on these 

specifications may be more directly comparable to those of Clark & Cummins (2009), since in 

their model the number of inheritance shares is simply the number of children with equal 

weights. To consider a range of possibilities, we calculated the number of inheritors as the total 

number of adult sons and daughters, or the number of all children including minors, or even as 

the number of all inheritors including relatives. Regardless of how we specified the model and 

included the number of co-inheritors, the effect of this variable was consistently insignificant. 

Moreover, the magnitude of this effect was consistently smaller in these models (with alternative 
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indicators of inheritor numbers) for Kastamonu than in England. Whereas Clark & Cummins’s 

(2009) estimated the elasticity of the son’s wealth with respect to the number of inheritors to be 

between 0.15 and 0.19 in England in different models, this measure ranged between 0.06 and 

0.11 (not reported in table three) in our models for Kastamonu. We thus conclude, based on table 

three and numerous other regression results not reported, that the number of inheritors did not 

have a significant effect on the wealth accumulated by the sons in Kastamonu. Put strongly, it 

would not have mattered significantly whether a son inherited wealth under a system that 

allocated all of his father’s wealth to him, say under primogeniture, or if he alternatively 

inherited a small share as one of many inheritors under an egalitarian system.  

The insignificance (and in some models, the small magnitude) of the elasticity of the 

son’s wealth with respect to the number of inheritors is certainly a surprising result that requires 

further investigation. It is also a result with significant implications. Particularly relevant in this 

regard is the attention that Kuran (2003; 2004; 2010) has recently brought to excessive 

fragmentation of family wealth in the pre-modern period -- a consequence of the relatively 

egalitarian Islamic inheritance system -- which he interpreted as one structural factor that 

hindered capital accumulation in the Middle East and contributed to the long-term economic 

‘retardation’ of the region. Our results, however, fail to support the importance of the postulated 

relationship between inheritance system and wealth accumulation. Although wealth was more 

evenly distributed in Kastamonu than in England and the poor transmission of wealth across 

generations contributed to this result, the number of inheritors and by implication the system of 

inheritance did not have a significant effect on the accumulation of wealth.  

This does not completely refute, of course, Kuran’s thesis about the lack of capital 

accumulation in the Islamic Middle East in general. It only means that additional studies are 
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needed on other parts of the region to investigate how it applies to other contexts. Our 

quantitative analysis of wealth accumulation in Kastamonu offers a way to test this hypothesis 

systematically.  

 

Conclusion 

Using data from the probate estate inventories of father-son pairs in eighteenth-century 

Kastamonu, this study explored patterns of wealth accumulation and transmission in Ottoman 

Anatolia. The analysis presented here represents the first systematic attempt to examine the 

inventories of Ottoman parents and children simultaneously, results offering important new clues 

for capital accumulation and long-term economic dynamics in the Ottoman Empire. Future 

research that uses comparable methods will show whether the results based on eighteenth-

century Kastamonu can be generalized to the Ottoman Empire as a whole.  

Overall, our results indicate that the wealth level of the father and the duration of time 

between father’s and son’s deaths were positively related with the wealth level of the son. But 

the number of inheritors, regardless of how we obtained them, and, for the most part, honorary 

titles did not affect the son's wealth significantly. In addition to providing valuable insights into 

wealth accumulation patterns in Kastamonu, these findings allowed us to make meaningful 

comparisons with Britain and infer the distinct contours of economic development in the Middle 

East.  

It is our impression that the distribution of wealth was more uniform in Kastamonu than 

in London, Scotland, England, or Britain overall during the eighteenth century, which provides 

some support to arguments made in the literature about the lower inequality of wealth in the 

Ottoman Empire compared to other societies that grew faster in this era. We suggested that a 
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primary factor reducing wealth inequality in Kastamonu was the lower elasticity of sons’ wealth 

with respect to fathers’, indicating that rich members of this society were less successful than 

those in England in transferring their wealth to the next generation. Our results also indicate that 

the inheritance system was not a major factor in wealth accumulation and inequality as 

evidenced by the insignificant elasticity of the son’s wealth with respect to the number of 

inheritors. 
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Tables 

Table 1 

 Net Real Wealth in Ottoman Kastamonu (1710-1806) –  

Full and Sub-sample Comparisons 

 

 
Average Wealth 

(in guruş) 
Median Wealth 

(in guruş) 

Coefficient 

of 

Variation 

N 
 

Full Sample 954.39 363.56 2.4 1,476 

Bottom Quintile 63.93 68.33 0.5 295 

Second Quintile 178.97 178.57 0.2 295 

Third Quintile 369.80 363.13 0.2 295 

Fourth Quintile 736.45 717.86 0.2 295 

Top Quintile 3,414.46 1,978.07 1.3 296 

     

Sub-sample as a whole 3,178.72 876.98 5.0 187 

Fathers in Sub-sample 4,869.81 1,047.91 4.6 90 

Sons in Sub-sample 1,609.66 579.09 1.7 97 
Base period: 1740-49.  

 

Table 2 

Descriptive Statistics: Father-Son Pairs 

 

 Mean 

Standard 

Deviation 

Ln (son's wealth) 6.18 1.73 

   

Ln (father's wealth) 6.92 1.86 

Ln (number of effective inheritance shares) 1.13 0.40 

   

Proportion of sons with elite religious/judicial titles 0.08 0.28 

Proportion of sons with non-elite religious/judicial titles 0.16 0.37 

Proportion of sons with elite military/administrative titles 0.20 0.40 

Proportion of sons with non-elite military/administrative titles 0.15 0.36 

Proportion of sons with no title 0.40 0.49 

   

Proportion of fathers with elite religious/judicial titles 0.11 0.32 

Proportion of fathers with non-elite religious/judicial titles 0.12 0.33 

Proportion of fathers with elite military/administrative titles 0.20 0.40 

Proportion of fathers with non-elite military/administrative titles 0.20 0.40 

Proportion of fathers with no title 0.37 0.49 

   

Ln (years  between father's and son's terekes) 2.41 1.45 
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Table 3 

Regression Analysis of the Determinants of Wealth 

[Dependent Variable: Ln (son's wealth)] 

 
 Model 1 Model 2 Model 3 Model 4 Model 5 Model 6 

Ln (father's wealth) 0.47*** 0.44*** 0.45*** 0.44*** 0.42*** 0.46*** 

 (0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.08) (0.09) 

Ln (number of effective inheritance shares)   -0.21 -0.25 -0.35 -0.24 

   (0.38) (0.40) (0.38) (0.38) 

Son has a religious/judicial title    0.02   

    (0.38)   

Son has a military/administrative title    0.11   

    (0.36)   

Son has an elite religious/judicial title     -0.10  

     (0.54)  

Son has an elite military/administrative title     0.67*  

     (0.39)  

Father has an elite religious/judicial title      0.53 

      (0.48) 

Father has an elite military/administrative title      0.001 

      (0.40) 

Ln (years between father's and son's terekes)  0.26** 0.26** 0.26** 0.26** 0.26** 

  (0.10) (0.10) (0.11) (0.10) (0.11) 

Constant 2.92*** 2.53*** 2.72*** 2.73*** 2.94*** 2.62*** 

 (0.59) (0.59) (0.68) (0.71) (0.69)] (0.69) 

       

N 97 97 97 97 97 97 

R2 0.26 0.30 0.31 0.31 0.33 0.32 

F  33.3 20.6 13.7 8.1 9.0 8.4 

Note: Figures in parentheses are standard errors.  *** indicates significance at 1%, ** at 5%, * at 10%. 
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Table 4 

The Variation of Ottoman Wealth in Comparative Perspective 

 
Region Time Frame N Coefficient of 

Variation 

Nature of 

Observations 

Source 

Kastamonu 1710  - 1806 1,476 2.43 Male decedents  This study 

 

England – overall
a
 1700 - 1799 3,720 7.13 Male testators Clark & 

Cummins  

Britain – overall c. 1780 99,690 3.22 Fire insurance policy 
holders – 6,753 of 

whom are females 

James (1988) 

West Midlands, 

Britain 

c. 1780 3,387 1.21 Fire insurance policy 
holders – a small but 

indeterminate 

number of whom are 

females 

James (1988) 

Scotland, Britain 

 

c. 1780 2,454 3.27 As above… James (1988) 

London, Britain 

 

c. 1780 44,700 3.04 As above… James (1988) 

Note: a. The coefficient of variation for England-overall has been estimated from data supplied by 

Gregory Clark and Neil Cummins through personal communication, for which we are very grateful. 
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*The authors are grateful to Febe Armanios, Ali Berker, Gregory Clark, Neil Cummins, Timur 

Kuran, Cormac Ó Gráda, Şevket Pamuk, Charlotte Weber, and the three anonymous referees of 

EREH for their criticisms and suggestions in the earlier stages of the preparation of this article. 

1
 The following studies analyze the relationship between child and parent wealth levels for 

historical samples: Menchik (1979), Kearl & Pope (1981 and 1986), Arrondel & Grange (2003 

and 2006), Clark & Cummins (2009; we thank the authors for sharing with us their unpublished 

working paper), and Long & Ferrie (2007). For examples of studies involving more 

contemporary samples see Mulligan (1997), Charles & Hurst (2003), Brittain, (1973 and 1978),  

and Harbury & Hitchens (1979). The literature on intergenerational income/earnings and 
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occupational comparisons is more extensive. 

2
 We are grateful to Timur Kuran for sharing with us his recent monograph before its 

publication. 

3
 We excluded from the sample incomplete estates and estates without children as heirs. We also 

excluded inventories of those who were not inhabitants of Kastamonu but died while they were 

visiting the town. 

4
 For this study, we consulted the microfilm copies of Kastamonu sicils stored in the National 

Library of Turkey, in Ankara. This collection begins in 1095/1684 and contains a total of 78 

registers covering the time period between the late seventeenth and early nineteenth centuries 

(the microfilm copy of the earliest register in the catalogue – register number 412/2, dated 1084-

6/1673-5 – is missing). The initial objective was to include the terekes from all 78 registers in the 

database. The earliest registers, however, are in relatively poor condition, lack significant 

numbers of pages, and contain terekes only sporadically. Hence, we chose to start coverage at a 

later date, when the quantity and quality of documentation improves. 

5
 Tax farms and state-owned land (miri) to which individuals had usufruct rights (mukataa) are 

not included in these inventories. Such sources of revenue could have devolved from father to 

son (and sometimes to wife and daughter) in perpetuity but could also be taken away by the 

government at any moment (Barkan 1980, p. 172). Income and salaries generated by charitable 

endowments (evkaf) in which individuals frequently held hereditary positions are also not 

reported in these documents.  

6
 The analysis is limited to male testators not only because the terekes of female testators are 

significantly under-represented in court records, which might generate a problem of selection, 
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but also because those inventories, more so than those that belonged to men, are likely to under-

appraise the real value of wealth owned by testators since Muslim women tended to transfer their 

property to relatives long before death (Moors, 1995: ch. 3). 

7
 In the terekes of potential fathers, the names of sons who were alive at the time of their fathers’ 

death are listed among the heirs; in the terekes of potential sons, fathers’ names are given as parts 

of sons’ names.  

8
 The search was initiated by identifying the father’s name in the son’s tereke, and then searching 

the database for the tereke of a man with that father’s name which also mentioned an heir with 

the son’s name. In the example above, the search started with the tereke of Ismail bin Ahmed, 

which led to a search for the tereke of one Ahmed with an heir son named Ismail.  

9
 In general, inter-generational samples based on estate inventories of parents and children tend 

to be small, even in studies focused on Western and more modern contexts. For example, 

Menchik’s (1979) sample contains 190 pairs of which only 173 are suitable for regression 

analysis. Brittain’s (1978) sample contains about 250 brothers and fewer than 125 parents. 

Arrondel and Grange’s (2006) more recent estimations are based on 300 or so parent-children 

estates.  

10
 The number of fathers is only 90 because some of these fathers had multiple sons whom we 

were able to identify for inclusion in the sub-sample.  

11
 It should be emphasized that while the discrepancies between the two datasets undermine the 

capacity of the sub-sample to represent the overall wealth distribution in Kastamonu, our 

observations for father-son pairs allow us to explore the economic characteristics of the wealthier 

segments of the society. For many researchers who study issues relevant to long-term capital 
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accumulation and economic development these groups should be of particular interest; see 

Brittain (1978: ch. 4), Harbury & McMahon (1973), and Harbury & Hitchens (1976). 

12
 How much was the average inheritance of fathers and sons worth in relative terms?  Based on 

the price observations from the court records, fathers’ and sons’ average inheritances were 

equivalent, in 1745 prices, to (respectively) 17 and six average-sized houses, 32 and 11 average-

sized shops, 26 and nine adult male slaves, 203 and 64 horses, 812 and 268 cows, or 487 and 161 

muskets. The same sums of money could have also purchased, again respectively, about 49,200 

and 16,300 kilos of mutton, 93,000 and 30,800 kilos of beef, 16,100 and 5,300 kilos of olive oil, 

41,900 and 13,800 kilos of rice, 576,600 and 190,600 loaves of bread, or 19,200 and 6,400 kilos 

of honey. We know next to nothing about the standards of living in Ottoman Kastamonu. Yet 

one possible indicator of minimum requirements for survival in early to mid-eighteenth-century 

Kastamonu is the nafakas reported in court records. The term nafaka refers to the monetary 

allowance allocated by the court to a divorced or widowed woman from the assets or inheritance 

of her ex/late husband to cover her household’s (including children and slaves) daily expenses 

for food, clothing, and shelter. Between 1739 and 1748, the nafaka rates for single adult women 

ranged from nine to 21 akçes per day, or 26.5 to 62 guruş per (lunar) year, depending on the 

woman’s social and economic background. Based on these figures, it is reasonable to establish 

30 guruş/year as the poverty line for a single adult female in early to mid-eighteenth-century 

Kastamonu. Assuming that a single adult male would have required more food, he would have 

needed 40 to 50 guruş/year for survival (Ergene & Berker, 2008, p. 27). 

13
 In Islamic law, the rules that govern inheritance of mothers’ and fathers’ estates by their 

children are identical. For a synopsis of Islamic inheritance law and their findings on sons’ and 

daughters’ inheritance shares in eighteenth-century Kastamonu, see Ergene & Berker (2009, pp. 
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26-8 and 31-4).  

14
 Other professional and occupational signifiers are rare in terekes. While these documents 

occasionally note that a deceased was an artisan or a merchant, they do not do so consistently or 

frequently. In our sub-sample of 187 terekes no individual is clearly identified as a merchant or 

artisan.  

15
 Other military designations indicating specific military/administrative responsibilities, such as 

çavuş, subaşı, kethüdayeri and mütesellim, always accompanied these three titles, which is why 

we designate the latter as the primary markers of military/administrative status. According to 

Barkan (1968, pp. 15-17), the titles Ağa, Beğ, and Beşe do not reveal an individual’s exact 

military ranking. Nor do these terms indicate whether he belonged to the janissary corps, the 

provincial cavalry, or any other military sub-group. Moreover, it is not always easy to make 

status-based distinctions among the members of the military/administrative establishment based 

on titles. Although an Ağa in eighteenth-century Kastamonu had a higher military ranking and 

greater prominence than a Beşe, we cannot easily make the same kind of distinction between a 

Beşe and a Beğ, given that these two titles were occasionally used interchangeably in court 

records (Tülüveli, 2005, pp. 21-3).  

16
 Other designations that indicate affiliation with the religious establishment accompanied these 

titles. Religious titles in the sample are limited to Efendi, Molla, and Çelebi. Efendi was a title 

used for the most respected and higher-ranking members of the religious establishment. The 

names of virtually all qadis, muftis, and other important members of the religious establishment 

were accompanied by this title. Molla was a title officially given to high-ranking judges and 

medrese (religious college) teachers. In Kastamonu, however, this title frequently applied to 
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medrese students and drop-outs as well as individuals who had low-ranking religious and scribal 

positions in local charitable endowments. Çelebi was a generic title used, at least in eighteenth-

century Kastamonu, generally for individuals who possessed some religious education or were 

affiliated with influential ulema (pl. of ‘religious scholar’) families. We should point out that title 

use and socioeconomic characteristics attributed to individuals with specific titles varied 

contextually in Ottoman lands. Thus the discussion here should not necessarily be considered 

valid for other environments. For other uses of various titles in different contexts see Tülüveli 

(2005, pp. 17-28).  

17
 Terekes also reveal if a deceased claimed descend from Muhammad (Seyyid) or had conducted 

pilgrimage to Mecca (Elhac or Hacı), which could be perceived as markers of religious-

communal status. However, since the direction of causality between these markers and wealth is 

not clear, we did not include them in our analysis. 

18
 There is no way to clearly establish the ages of the deceased in terekes, which only indicate 

whether he was an adult or a minor. However, we can make indirect comparisons among 

different groups. For example, whereas only 24 of the 52 sons (46%) who died less than 20 years 

after their fathers outlived their mothers, 32 of the 45 sons (71%) who died between 20 and 40 

years after their fathers outlived their mothers. Also, on average the sons in the first group had 

1.19 living children at the time of their deaths, whereas sons in the second group had 2.67. These 

observations suggest that sons in the second group lived longer than their counterparts in the 

first. 

19
 Our findings are particularly interesting because in an earlier study that utilizes a significantly 

larger sample from eighteenth-century Kastamonu, Ergene & Berker (2008, p. 38) demonstrated 
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the strong association between estate sizes and many honorary titles. Their regressions did not 

include other independent variables discussed in this study. 

20
 The nature of the relationship between inequality and development would change in Britain by 

mid-nineteenth century, since by this time human capital formation (stimulated by equality rather 

than inequality) started to replace physical capital formation as the primary source of economic 

growth. However, this situation represents a later phase of development (Galor & Moav, 2004). 

21
 We thank one of the anonymous referees for this observation.  

22
 Despite the difference from England, the elasticity measure for Kastamonu is strikingly close 

to those estimated for some of the more modern societies. Using a sample from nineteenth- and 

early-twentieth-century France, Arrondel & Grange (2006) estimated the elasticity of children’s 

wealth levels relative to parental wealth to be between 0.44 and 0.45 for different samples. For 

early-twentieth-century Britain, Harbury & Hitchens (1979) obtained elasticity estimations on 

the order of 0.50. However, estimates for the United States show greater variation. Menchik 

(1979), using a sample from Connecticut in the 1930s and 1940s, calculated the elasticity to be 

0.76, while Kearle & Pope (1981) estimated it to be as low as 0.34 for late-nineteenth-century 

Utah. Results for more contemporary U.S. data vary between 0.32 and 0.43 (Charles & Hurst, 

2003; Mulligan, 1997). 

23
 Inequality of wealth would be essential for capital accumulation when the capital requirement 

exceeds a certain level. If the minimum capital requirement was lower than average wealth, 

relatively high levels of investment might have been still possible, even with low levels of 

inequality.  Although this is an important qualification to our argument, we lack a reliable and 

empirically-based measure of this level and surmise that it was above the average wealth levels 



37 

 

                                                                                                                                                             

observed in eighteenth-century Kastamonu. We thank Cormac Ó Gráda for this insightful 

comment. 


