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Abstract

A standard result in political economy is that, in the absence of government’s control and reg-
ulation, a system of voluntary and private donations would undersupply public goods. However,
these models rarely theoretically investigate, or empirically test, the allocational consequences
of philanthropic and voluntary provision, especially in ethnically diverse and socially stratified
societies. How do the elite’s charitable contributions affect the distributional equilibrium across
ethnic groups and social classes? I argue that when the elite is not politically accountable for
public goods provisioning, rewards for supplying and the punishment for shirking are opera-
tionalized through social and geographic links. Given that one’s social class and ethnic group
shape personal and geographic ties, I posit that the voluntary contributions of the elites will
cause an imbalance that favors localities with which they are connected. Exploiting the fact that
water fountains, built and maintained by the private initiatives of the Muslim elite through the
waqf system, were the only source of drinking water in Ottoman Istanbul, I test this argument.
I find that the elites systematically supplied significantly more clean drinking water to co-ethnic
and elite neighborhoods in Ottoman Istanbul.
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I Introduction

The significance of the provision of adequate and universal public goods on the material living

standards of citizens, as well as the long-term economic trajectories of countries, is an important

theme of political economics. There is a broad agreement among social scientists that the state’s

capacity and willingness to provide equal access to high-quality public services for all decrease

inequality, promote economic development, and improve the well-being of citizens (Besley and

Persson, 2011). For sure, the state’s actions are mediated by the citizens’ demand, and their

ability to cooperate. Consequently, most studies on the subject deal with the factors that shape

both the demand and supply-side determinants of the type, quality, targets, and geographical

coverage of state-financed public services.

Although the geographic scope and the substantive focus of these studies differ considerably,

with a few exceptions, most assume that the state has a monopoly over providing public goods,

as well as responsibility to guarantee an equal distribution. This statist approach ignores the

distributive impact of the charitable contributions of non-state actors. It also assigns a monop-

olistic power to state institutions in financing and producing public goods and infrastructure.

Given the abundance of seminal studies that conclude that in the absence of governmental insti-

tutions; free-riding reinforces an under-provision of public goods (Samuelson, 1954; Warr, 1983;

Andreoni, 1988), the legitimacy of governments is often linked to the sufficient provisioning

(Kaul et al., 2003). As Taylor (1987) puts it: “The more persuasive justification of the state

is founded on the argument that, without it, people would not successfully cooperate in realiz-

ing their common interests and in particular would not provide themselves with certain public

goods.”

However, these statist investigations tend to ignore the historical and ongoing contributions

of private actors through charitable endowments. For one thing, the state’s involvement in

financing and supplying public goods is a modern concept. Most pre-modern states collected

taxes to finance wars and sustain armies, not necessarily to provide sanitary drinking water or

education (Besley and Persson, 2008; Brewer, 1989; Dincecco, 2011). Before the emergence of

the modern state, it was often the economic elite or the religious institutions that invested in

such projects1.

1For an historical account of private provison of hospitals, see Cipolla (1973), for schools see High and Ellig (1992),
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For another, one of the most significant contemporary debates in politics involves whether

public goods and infrastructure should be provided by the government or by private actors. A

prominent argument in favor of the private provision of public goods is often grounded in the

mistrust of the government’s ability to use tax revenues effectively. A notable example involves

billionaire Michael Dell’s reactions to a proposal to implement a 70 percent tax rate on the US’s

top earners: “My wife and I set up a foundation about 20 years ago and we would’ve contributed

quite a bit more than a 70 percent tax rate on my annual income. I feel much more comfortable

with our ability as a private foundation to allocate those funds than I do giving them to the

government.”2 This is a common trend among the super-rich. In fact, private contributions

to social services are significant; in 2018, US citizens gave a total of $410 billion to nonprofits,

representing almost 2 percent of the GDP (Giving USA Foundation, 2019).

However, the advocates of minimum state involvement in the provision of public goods have

largely overlooked that there is little evidence that private entities do better than governments

in achieving an equal and efficient distribution of public services. A considerable amount of

literature has been published on the links of state provision of public goods and allocational

inequalities. However, our understanding of the distribution of privately provided public goods

is limited by the paucity of reliable data, and more importantly, by the difficulty of isolating the

impact of private contributions from those provided by the state. What are the distributional

implications of the philanthropic provision of public goods in the absence of government super-

vision? How does ethnic fractionalization impact the distribution of privately financed public

goods, especially when the rich and powerful are likely to be members of relatively privileged

ethnic or racial groups? Can private provision achieve equal outcomes when there is no central

and formal mechanism holding providing actors accountable for their potential failures?

To help answer these questions, I propose a mechanism that links social networks, ethno-

religious diversity, and social stratification to distributional outcomes. In particular, I hypothe-

size that in the absence of centralized government coordination, the elite’s ethnic and personal

networks shape the choice of the location in which they provide a public service. In the absence

of political accountability, the economic elite does not have to be concerned with an equal and

fair distribution of services. When there are no institutions of political or bureaucratic account-

for poor houses see Mollat and du Jourdin (1986)
2https://www.bloomberg.com/news/articles/2019-01-23/dell-ceo-joins-davos-debate-on-70-tax-rate-not-supportive
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ability, and no incentives for equitable distribution, any positive endowment from the elite to

the public is preferable to none. However, the elite’s concerns over the material and reputational

gains from investing in public goods result in an over- provision in locations in which they are

connected, either personally or geographically.

I test this argument using an original dataset on fountains providing drinking water in Ot-

toman Istanbul from 1876. The dataset includes the ethno-religious and socio-economic com-

position of the city’s neighborhoods. I find that the elite over-provided co-ethnic and elite

neighborhoods. On average, elite neighborhoods received 70 percent more fountains when com-

pared to non-elite neighborhoods, whereas predominantly non-Muslim neighborhoods got 30

percent fewer fountains than Muslim neighborhoods. These results suggest that, in the absence

of democratic accountability and centralized planning, philanthropic provisioning can reinforce

existing structural inequalities.

What makes Ottoman Istanbul a particularly good context to testing the distributional

implications of private provision of public goods is that it had no local sources of drinking water

within its city walls. Also, it was not until the late 19th century that the central administration

in the Ottoman Empire began to establish municipalities to deliver public goods and services

in a centralized and coordinated way. Before then, any public good, including fountains, could

only be built through an Islamic institution called waqf -an unincorporated trust established

through the endowment of a living person for the provision of a designated service in perpetuity

according to the founder’s stipulations (Kuran, 2001). The waqf’s endowment would cover both

construction costs and the recurring costs maintenance. Given that building a fountain and

providing for its perpetual maintenance was costly, only the ultra-rich could afford to bring

water to a neighborhood by building a fountain.

Also, the waqf institutionally gave Muslims specific rights that it denied to Jews and Chris-

tians, who constituted roughly half of the city’s population. Forming a waqf was a privilege

ordinarily reserved for Muslims. Indeed, only 51 of the 9867 Istanbul waqfs with surviving deeds

were founded by a Christian or Jew. Also, the Ottoman government instituted strict rules that

restricted access to water to non-Muslims. The primary goal of this rule was to restrict and con-

trol the population movements of Christians and Jews within Istanbul: having no water rights

meant that they could not move away from their initial settlements without the government’s
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permission. Hence, non-Muslims -even if they had the resources- could not build and repair

public fountains. Since the founder of the waqf was free to choose the services’ location, the

geographic distribution of fountains was shaped by the preferences of the city’s Muslim elite.

The analysis in the paper has major implications for three other distinct literatures. One

involves the provision of public goods in ethno-religiously diverse regions governed under Islamic

law. For centuries, large parts of South-Eastern Europe with significant non-Muslim population

were incorporated into the Ottoman Empire, or brought under its dominion. Given that the

Ottomans distributed public services only through the waqf system, the unmet needs of non-

Muslim citizens have important consequences for economic development and long-term economic

outcomes. In theory, Islamic law indicates no legal barrier to including non-Muslims among the

beneficiaries of a waqf. Thus, it was possible for a wealthy Muslim resident of the Ottoman

Empire to build a fountain, or any other public infrastructure, in an overwhelmingly, if not

exclusively, Christian or Jewish town. However, this is the first study to find empirical evidence

that the Muslim elite served their own group disproportionately.

The second literature concerns the sources of persistent urban inequalities. Surprisingly,

in the political economy literature, investigations of urban redistributive politics are in their

infancy. Although political scientists routinely explore who gets what, how and why, such

questions have rarely focused on cities as a whole, with the exception of some work in the urban

politics literature. Yet, it is in cities that citizens face extreme inequalities, and where such

inequalities have the greatest economic and political influence on specific identity groups.

The third literature speaks to an ongoing scholarly debate on whether to treat waqfs as an

expression of pure altruism. This debate generally views waqfs as either the expression of pure

charitable acts by the elite to provide services to the neediest in the society at no cost (Singer,

2011, 2012; Yediyıldız, 1984, 1990) or primarily as a wealth shelter (Kuran, 2001, 2016). The two

arguments thus differ in the main motive they ascribe to waqf founders. The former literature

views the waqf as an expression of altruism. By contrast, the latter views it as motivated by self-

interest, specifically, the preservation of property. Because waqf-owned assets were considered

sacred, private property becomes more secure when endowed as waqf: this conversion restricts

the Sultan’s right to expropriate property at will. In identifying and quantifying inter-faith and

socio-economic variation in public services, this paper thus provides a novel perspective on the
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“universal charity” and the “wealth shelter” arguments. I show that the Ottoman elite allocated

resources in a way that benefited them personally beyond wealth sheltering. Specifically, they

ensured that their own households and community had the easiest access to abundant clean

drinking water.

The remainder of this paper is organized as follows. The next section formulates the argu-

ment. Section 3 outlines the relevant historical and institutional context, with a focus on water

provision and the religious composition of Ottoman Istanbul. Section 4 discusses the data set,

followed by empirical analysis in Section 5. Finally, Section 6 presents conclusions and some

further implications.

II The Argument

A good is strictly public if it is both non-excludable and non-rivalrous: no individual can be

excluded from consuming it, and no individual’s use reduces its availability to others. In line

with this definition, most models of public goods provision rest on the assumption that public

goods can effectively be enjoyed by an infinitely large number of individuals. In practice, though,

the size of this group is limited. As Buchanan (1965) puts it, “while it is evident that some goods

and services may be reasonably classified as purely private, even in the extreme sense, it is clear

that few, if any, goods satisfy the conditions of extreme collectiveness.”

Many factors can limit the pool of beneficiaries able to consume non-excludable and non-

rivalrous goods. One such limitation is intrinsic to the service itself: a children’s hospital can

only treat children; a public bath for men excludes women; a library is only useful to the literate.

By the same token, geography limits access to particular public goods. Geographic proximity to

a public good becomes even more important for services that citizens use every day: in principle,

one can obtain a jug of water for one’s household from the closest public fountain that is 5 miles

away, but in the absence of modern transportation the task would be prohibitively exhausting.

This is precisely why most studies that investigate the distributive impact of public goods focus

on local rather than national services. In reality, location turns any infrastructural provision that

is theoretically a public good, into a club good - and some rare cases into a semi-private good.

Geographic limits to the use of a service also creates allocational inequalities among locations.

A substantial amount of literature has been published on the demand and supply-side consid-
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erations that create and reinforce allocational differences among regions. It has been established

that the collective action problem, created by heterogeneities in taste and preferences of eth-

nically and socially diverse regions, plagues lobbying efforts with their political representatives

and results in a lower provision of public projects (Alesina et al., 1999). The supply-side con-

siderations have focused on the distributive impact of the centralization of the provision of the

local goods (Oates, 1972) and electoral strategies of the incumbent to ensure success in the next

elections (Dixit and Londregan, 1996; Cox and McCubbins, 1986).

However, none of these models help explain, or predict, the equity of access to services when

the elite provides public goods as charitable endowments. First, and foremost, these statist

accounts assume that political and bureaucratic institutions that render the electoral concerns

or collective action will impact the resulting equilibrium. However, in the absence of political

or democratic accountability, none of these channels would have a strong influence over the

quantity, quality, or location of the goods provided. Even in cases where the endower is a

political elite, that person would often be praised for voluntarily investing in a project rather

than being accused of not investing in every locality in the country. In a system where there is no

political responsibility for providing equal services to all, what are the incentives to voluntarily

endow public goods? What facilitates allocational decisions regarding the endowments? Who

gets what, why, and how?

To answer these questions, I propose a model in which social and geographical networks

influence public giving. I argue that in the absence of regulations that govern the funding

and allocation of public goods, the elite’s incentives to contribute are immensely different from

those who operate in regulated environments. When the state is responsible for equal and

universal distribution of public services, rewards for satisfactory allocation and punishment

for inadequate provision are carried out through political and bureaucratic channels that exist

between the citizens and the government, such as elections, formal complaints, and political

demonstrations. In the absence of these channels, however, rewards for voluntary provision, and

punishment for shirking are only possible through the social and geographic networks. Social and

geographic networks shape both the demand and supply-side factors that influence the elite’s

decision whether to fund new public goods when the provisioning of public goods is voluntary.

Once one decides to fund a public project, these networks also impact the choice of the new
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project’s location, which determines the primary beneficiary of the endowment.

What are the supply-side considerations that shape decisions for private charitable initia-

tives that fund public services? What are the benefits to the elite from privately financing an

unregulated public good? First, depending on the choice of location of the project, there may be

material benefits to the provider or her family, who may directly use the resource. There may

be other benefits from the positive externalities that it creates even if the investor is not a direct

beneficiary. Of course, ’the extent to which a public good can increase the provider’s direct

material utility is a function of the distance between her and the location of the investment. As

the distance between the provider and the service shortens, the provider is more likely to benefit

from her public project directly. This relationship also holds for positive externalities.

Similarly, along with geographic proximation, the intensity of contact between the endower

and the residents of the recipient locality increases the potential positive externalities of the

endowed service. Let us take a fountain that supplies clean drinking water as an example. If a

person endows funds for the construction of a fountain in her residential neighborhood, she could

comfortably carry clean water to her home regularly. If the fountain is built in the neighboring

district, she provides her neighbors with access to clean water, and they are less likely to get

sick. Of course, minimizing the probability of a health crisis in the neighboring town creates

positive externalities for the endower. If she endows a fountain to a further away location where

people with whom she has close ties to, she then benefits from keeping those people healthy. In

contrast, in a scenario in which she invests in a remote locality where she has no close tie with

any of the residents, she would not get any tangible benefits.

On top of these pecuniary gains, by financing a public good, one feels the fulfillment of having

performed an altruistic service. However, these gains are also not independent of the provider’s

social ties. Of course, there is a minimum “warm-glow” that one feels through the simple act of

selfless giving, independent of the identity of the recipient. However, high levels of interaction

with the individuals within the receiver community intensifies this feeling. First, it is important

to note that existing social ties to the beneficiaries make the consequences of the donation more

visible to the endower. If the recipients are individuals with whom the provider has regular

interaction, the provider frequently witnesses the positive change the donation caused. Second,

it has been theoretically and empirically established that across time, space, and issue domains;
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individuals are often motivated by a preference for favoring the members of their ethnic, racial,

or cultural group. Altruistic and compassionate actions usually end at group limits because

individuals feel greater compassion and responsibility toward in-group members than toward

out-group members (Bernhard et al., 2006,?).

Although generosity is a universal human trait, equally common is the need to build and

maintain our social reputations. Social status gains can be achieved through the voluntary

contribution of public goods insofar as the receiving community knows the provider; thus, it

can communicate the positive assessment of the individual in shared networks. Otherwise, the

donation is almost anonymous.

A good example involves alumni donations to elite universities. Although there are many

more alternatives that one can use those funds to decrease inequality of educational opportu-

nities, such as donating a library or a computer laboratory to an under-funded public school,

most individuals prefer to fund their own elite-institution. Of course, financing a new library

that carries one’s name in an institution where the provider’s social network has close ties which

has a high impact on her social status. The provider’s friends will see the building when they

are back for homecoming events, or read about it in the monthly alumni email. In any case, the

provider will benefit a great deal from this visibility. Had she invested the same funds in building

a library in another university, the endowment would not have the same significant impact on

her social status among her connections.

In designing their endowment, elites also prioritize the expected losses of shirking. Since there

is no possibility of electoral or political punishment, the costs of avoiding a public investment are

social and reputational. When can people socially punish elites for not providing public goods

and services? First, citizens should have made an organized request for particular good from

an elite that was then rejected. The communication of this request, when the welfare system

is designed to be voluntary, requires existing social ties to the elite. In the absence of existing

connections, it would be hopeless for a group of commoners to contact an elite, and demand an

expensive service for their locality. Second, social punishment occurs through public shaming,

which is only possible through shared social networks. If the elite and the commoners have

no existing ties, there is no room for any meaningful social and informal penalty. People are

generally not punished for failing to be fair or generous to strangers.
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Beyond sanctions for shirking, the elite’s social network can also effectively punish her for

providing an expensive service to a locality with which she has no visible relation. In the presence

of elections, the elite can justify this behavior by electoral motivations. However, when there is

no political accountability and no democratic feedback mechanism, she might struggle to avoid

social sanctions. A classic example is: “Why do you feed the poor in Africa, when we have

hungry children here in our own community? Do you not care about us?” In this case, one does

not only get minimum recognition from the recipients if she endows public good to a locality

that she is not connected with but also acquires costs from her social circle.

Until now, I have established that elites have a greater incentive to invest in localities with

which they have strong geographic and social ties. The motivations arise from the value most

individuals attach to public admiration and their aversion to criticism. However, who constitutes

an elite’s social network in ethno-religiously diverse and socially stratified countries when elite

belongs to a particular ethnic group? I argue that, first and foremost, elites’ networks are made

of family, friends, colleagues, and neighbors. Of course, by transitivity; there is a high probability

-if not equal to one- family, friends, colleagues, and neighbors of elites are also elites. Second,

in ethno-religiously diverse societies, elites will more likely have stronger ties with their own

ethnic group. This is a result of residential segregation, shared language, and shared religious

institutions. Finally, most elite classes are members of racial, ethnic or religious majorities,

which provides them with economic, social, and educational privileges that are more difficult for

minority groups to attain.

These results yield two sets of empirical expectations that will be tested in the article. These

expectations concerns the degree to which different groups in the society have access to public

services.

Hypothesis 1. Philanthropic investments in local public goods will be greater in localities with

elite residents.

Hypothesis 2. When the elites are ethnically homogenous, philanthropic investments in local

public goods will be greater in localities with co-ethnics of the elites.

Before describing the data and the findings from the analysis, the next section draws on

the institutional and historical background of drinking water provision in Ottoman Istanbul to

illustrate the main characteristics of the system.
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III Historical Background

For more than 450 years, Istanbul was the capital of the Ottoman Empire, which at its prime

stretched from Morocco in the south to Ukraine in the north, and Iran in the east to Hungary

in the west. It was the cultural, institutional, and bureaucratic center of the Ottoman rule, as

well as one of the most important commercial and economic hubs in the world.

For a city of that magnitude, the supply of water is a first-order challenge. Because water

is vital to life, it prioritizes the construction of waterways and the development of distribution

channels. Running water must be delivered to residents for drinking, cleaning, cooking, garden-

ing, raising animals, and fighting fires. Before the Industrial Revolution, few cities could survive

without easy and convenient access to fresh water. Even in the 21st century, easy access to fresh

and clean water remains a key resource of any urban location. To add perspective, Rome was

constructed on the Tiber, Cairo on the Nile, Baghdad on the Tigris, and London on the Thames

(Kostof, 1992). Yet, unlike these cities, Istanbul lacked easy access to drinking water. For one

thing, Istanbul was not built on a major river; it was surrounded by salty seas. For another,

using wells for drinking water provision was not possible: brackish water from the wells could

only be used for domestic and commercial purposes. Consequently, water had to be brought into

the city from distant springs or collected inside the city in cisterns (Crow et al., 2008; Karakaş,

2013).

Although Istanbul had a regular water system before the Ottoman rule, water supply lines

outside of the city were destroyed over time by wars and earthquakes - ultimately the inner

city water network became unusable. The Byzantine Empire had coped with this challenge

mainly by using cisterns: it is estimated that Constantinople contained more than 200 cisterns

before the Ottoman conquest of 1453 (Aynur and Karateke, 1995). However, the Ottoman Turks

stopped using the Byzantine cisterns for religious and hygienic reasons: flowing water in Islam

is considered pure and stagnant water dirty, independent of its quality (Çeçen and Kolay, 1999).

Thus, water in these cisterns became undrinkable soon after the conquest because of neglect by

the Ottoman officials. Meanwhile, Istanbul’s population grew sharply from 1453 to 1550. The

rise in population, coupled with the idle cisterns, forced Ottoman rulers to seek alternatives to

provide drinking water to citizens.

After the conquest of 1453, Sultan Fatih Mehmet put in extensive effort to repair the remains
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of the Roman water infrastructure. It was a century later under the reign of Sultan Suleyman the

Magnificent, however, the waterlines that brought water into the city were completely rebuilt.

Completed in 1563, these new water pipelines prompted the building of many fountains and, to

a large degree, solved the water problem of Istanbul.

In the Ottoman Empire, all public goods such as water fountains, roads, bathhouses, and

soup kitchens were supplied through the Islamic institution of the waqf. All the water pipes that

channeled fresh water from the vicinity of the city into Istanbul were also endowed and controlled

by a waqf, usually founded by members of the imperial family and the top state officials. Like

water pipelines, fountains were also founded and maintained through waqf endowments, which

meant that non-Muslims lacked the rights to build fountains (Kuran, 2001).3

Fountains were diverse both in structures and water supplying capacities. Wall fountains were

built into the walls of buildings, gardens or courtyards. Corner fountains were mainly built on

street corners, and usually had two or three faces that supplied more water than wall fountains.

Freestanding fountains were located in public squares; usually with four or more faces. Their

size and grandness usually depended on the identity of the benefactor: the imperial fountains

tended to be larger and grander -usually magnificent enough to be considered public monuments,

where as fountains of low-ranked elites were smaller and less monumental 4. Although different

in shape and size, all of them were crucially important in supplying the citizens of Istanbul with

clean drinking water.

Until the late nineteenth century, the Ottoman government favored supplying water through

public fountains rather than delivering water to houses for private use (Dinçkal, 2008). Indi-

viduals needed court permission to connect water to their houses. Indeed, waqf registers reveal

that in the 152-years between 1655-1807 only 462 homes were permitted to draw water from

waqf-owned pipelines (Özkaya, 2011). Istanbul’s population during the time for my analysis was

around 700,000, which corresponded approximately to 140,000 households. A rough calculation

reveals that only around 0.3 percent of the residents had access to flowing water at home. Ev-

idently, the vast majority of Istanbul’s households lacked connected water and were dependent

on the neighborhood fountains for drinking water. Waqf registers reveal that most people with

3Only in the second half of the nineteenth century was the right to establish a waqf extended to members of the
non-Muslim communities (Kuran, 2001).

4For the photos of different style of fountains, please consult the appendix
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water connection were individuals with honorary titles, belonging to the Muslim elite of gov-

ernment officials, religious authorities, and high-ranking army commanders. Only 8 percent of

this group had no titles. This table also reveals another interesting fact: not one non-Muslim

household had direct water connection to its home (Özkaya, 2011)

In the period under consideration, about 58.8 percent of Istanbul’s population was Muslim,

34.8 percent was Christian, and the remaining 6.4 percent was Jewish (Mantran, 1962). Given

that non-Muslims were not permitted to form waqfs during this period, over 40% of the residents

of Istanbul lacked the right to bring water into their neighborhoods on their own initiative.

IV Data Description

My argument suggests that historical levels of water provision in Istanbul’s neighborhoods reflect

the social and geographic relationship of the endower with that locality. Ideally, these predictions

should be tested by micro-level data that contains each endower’s social and geographic networks.

In practice, however, such data is not available. Fortunately, there are two types of proxy data

that, when combined, will help me to evaluate whether the predictions survive investigation.’

This paper required the construction of several original data sets, based mainly on primary

documents. The first type of data concerns the religious characteristics of neighborhoods to es-

tablish which neighborhoods were occupied by the co-ethnic groups of the elites, that I construct

in several ways. Unfortunately, there are no comprehensive census data that give information

about the ethno-religious characteristics of Ottoman Istanbul for the period of analysis. To

create an original dataset, I used the city’s major Islamic courts and several population regis-

ters. First, surveying almost 20,000 cases from 22 registers from Istanbul’s major courts, which

provide demographic information on the individuals involved, I created a detailed dataset of

neighborhood characteristics. These registers are span the timeframe between 1583-1824.5 The

second type of data comes from the census registers of 23,885 Armenian males and females who

were permanent residents in Ottoman Istanbul, transcribed and published by Tekir and Ohanian

5 Istanbul 1 (1611-13), Istanbul 2 (1615-16), Istanbul 3 (1617-18), Istanbul 4 (1619), Istanbul 9 (1661-62), Istanbul
16 (1664-65), Istanbul 22 (1694-96), and Istanbul 23 (1696-97). Transcripts of these registers are reproduced in
the modern Turkish script, in Kuran (2010-13). Summaries of these cases in English are also available in Kuran.
Additionally I surveyed Bab 89 (1708), Bab 122 (1718-19), Bab 154 (1730-31), Bab 173 (1740), Bab 204 (1751-53),
Bab 240 (1767-68), Istanbul 68 (1796-97),Istanbul 70 (1797-99), Istanbul 105 (1811-12), Istanbul 122 (1817-18), and
Istanbul 142 (1824).
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(2018). This dataset gives detailed information on the names, neighborhoods, and occupations

of the individuals.

The second type of data concerns socio-economic characteristics of the neighborhoods, in

particular, the identification of the neighborhoods with elite residences. One challenge with

collecting this information is the underrepresentation of Istanbul’s top elites in the Islamic court

registers. Of course, in a period of stark social inequality and authoritarian rule, it is not expected

of the period’s ministers or members of the royal family to appear in court to solve legal matters.

To develop a complete picture of the elite’s residences covered by this study, evidence from court

cases are supplemented by the waqf water registers. These records are housed at the Archive of

the Istanbul Water and Sewerage Administration and published in thirty-seven volumes, each

containing on average, over 500 entries. The registers contain detailed information on water

transactions and fountain endowments, specifying the name of those involved in cases, their

ethnic origin, or religion, and the location of the fountains. Although it is impossible to locate

information on each fountain, these sources allow finding information on most individuals with

enough sources and prestige to be involved in water transactions, as well as their neighborhoods

of residence. I define elite localities as neighborhoods that have elite residents with honorific

titles indicating that they were high officials connected to the Palace.6

The data on water provision in Istanbul’s historic neighborhoods come from the list that

was put together by the central waqf administration when the duties and functions of waqfs

over the city’s water provision were transferred to the newly formed municipality of Istanbul, in

1868 (Çelik, 2005). This document contains information on every fountain in Istanbul as well as

information on its water capacity, neighborhood, and endower. This data was later transcribed

in modern Turkish and published in Çeçen and Kolay (1999). Using this source, I construct the

main dependent variables for analysis: fountains per neighborhoood and daily water provision

per neighborhood.

I test my theoretical predictions using historical neighborhood data. The neighborhood is the

smallest unit for which both historical, demographic, water provision, and geographical data are

available. For various reasons, although we can identify geographic centers, no historical record

exists of the borders of Ottoman Istanbul neighborhoods. Another complication is that streets

6This category includes individuals with honorific titles Sultan, Pasha, Efendi, and Agha.
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had no names until the early 20th century (Kuban, 2010). Ten or fifteen streets at most, grouped

around a street or perhaps around a square, and one or two small mosques (or a mosque and

church or a synagogue, depending on the ethnic composition of the community) defined most of

the residential Ottoman Istanbul neighborhoods. For formal and bureaucratic purposes, even the

non-Muslim neighborhoods were associated with a mosque. I geocoded these central mosques

for each neighborhood, using the descriptions of locations of the mosques in Crane (2000) to

compute relevant geographical covariates, such as elevation, distance from the coast, distance

from the imperial palace, that could potentially affect the level of water provision.

I also used household numbers for each neighborhood to test, if the elite’s supply of drinking

water facilities corresponded to the biologically necessary amount of water needed in each neigh-

borhood, which is proxied by the neighborhood population. The population data comes from

Ozege (1876). This document, published in 1876, is one of the earliest publications that provides

complete information on the population of Istanbul’s neighborhoods. It gives the complete list

of neighborhoods, as well as number of households living in each neighborhood.

The resulting data set covers 310 neighborhoods that contains 50 Non-Muslim neighborhoods

and 96 elite neighborhoods. The geographical distribution of these neighborhoods are displayed

in Figures 1 and 2.

V Empirical Analysis

V.1 Who gets what?

Before going into the analysis, let me turn to descriptive information that portrays the state of

water provision in Ottoman Istanbul. Figure 3 provides the histogram of number of fountains

and amount of water per neighborhood. Observe almost half of the neighborhoods did not have

a fountain and that many neighborhoods had only one fountain. A few neighborhoods had five

or more fountains.

My theory predicts a negative relationship between the pre-dominantly ethnic minority ar-

eas and the prevalence of elite funded water provision, and a positive relationship between elite

neighborhoods and water supply. The results of testing these predictions are shown in Tables 1

and 2. First, I estimated the effects of both ethno-religious composition and the socio-economic
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Figure 1: Distribution of Muslim and Non-Muslim neighborhoods

characteristics of the neighborhoods and on the number of the fountains per neighborhood using

a negative binomial model. Table 1 reports the incidence rate ratios under seven different speci-

fications and robust standard errors. In all specifications, the incident rate ratio on Non-Muslim

neighborhood is smaller than 1 and significant: predominantly Non-Muslim neighborhoods, on

average, have far fewer fountains than Muslim neighborhoods. Looking at Model 7, aa differ-

ence in the status of a neighborhood from Muslim to Non-Muslim predicts a decrease in the

number of fountains by 33 percent. Similarly, in line with Hypothesis 1, in all specifications, the

incidence rate ratio of Elite neighborhood is significant and greater than 1: Model 7 reveals that

the predicted number of fountains increases by 70 percent if a neighborhood has elite presence.

The results also reveal that the elite is responsive to the needs of a neighborhood in general. For

every unit increase in the number of households, the number of fountains increases significantly.

The results are robust to controlling for variation in geographic characteristics and district fixed

effects.

Of course, another way to measure water supply to neighborhoods is to look at the daily
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Figure 3: Distribution of number of fountains and cubic meters of water per day.
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amount of water each neighborhood gets through fountains. Table 2 evaluates the daily wa-

ter provision by the ethno-religious and socio-economic characteristics of neighborhoods using

an ordinary least squares regression. In all seven specifications, the coefficient on Non-Muslim

neighborhood is negative and significant, where as the coefficient on Elite neighborhood is pos-

itive and significant. Non-Muslim neighborhoods, keeping other variables constant, receive 50

cubic meters less water per day compared to Muslim neighborhoods. By the same token, elite

neighborhoods receive 52 cubic meters more water compared to neighborhoods with commoner

residents.

These results suggest that neighborhoods with Muslim population and elite presence get more

fountains, thus have easier access to clean drinking water. Perhaps, a more interesting analysis

is whether ethno-religious identity or elite presence have an impact on whether a neighborhood

gets zero or more fountains. Tables 3 and 4 investigate this relationship. Table 3 shows results

of a two-equation Cragg hurdle regression, where the first regression estimates the probability

for more than zero occurrences using a binary logistic model, and the second part models the

number of occurrences given that the dependent variable is greater than zero, using a linear

estimation. The model assumes that the same variables account for both the selection of a

non-zero outcome and the determination of the count of the fountains.

Table 3 reveals some interesting patterns. Looking first at the results from the binary logistic

model, across all specifications, elite presence in a neighborhood has a positive and significant

effect on the probability of a non-zero fountain count. Additionally, the coefficient of Non-

Muslim neighborhood is negative, hence in the expected direction. However, it is not significant

at the conventional levels in any of the specifications. This suggests that elite neighborhoods

are less likely to have zero fountains. These results are in line with my theoretical predictions:

elites invest heavily in their own neighborhoods. Direct material benefit, positive externalities,

and social status gains are maximized under this distribution. Non-Muslim neighborhoods did

not differ from Muslim neighborhoods in getting zero fountains.

Turning over to the results of the linear estimation, it is clear that elite neighborhoods had

significantly more fountains than non-elite neighborhoods. By the same token, Non-Muslim

neighborhoods get significantly fewer fountains when compared with the neighborhoods with

Muslim residents.
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To directly illustrate the results, Figures 4 and 5 plot the predictions of number of fountains

from the combined first- and second-part models. Figure 4 reveals, as expected, Non-Muslim

neighborhoods get 0.7 fountain less than Muslim neighborhoods. The difference between the

number of fountains in elite versus commoner neighborhoods is more stark and significant: elite

neighborhoods, on average, get 1.2 fountains more than commoner neighborhoods. Also, these

figures show that, although the elite favored their own social class and co-ethnics, they were

also responsive to the needs of the neighborhoods. The number of fountains per neighborhood

increases significantly as the number of households increases.

Table 4 reveals very similar results using water per day as the dependent variable: elites

supply more water to their own neighborhoods, while providing less to the non-Muslim quarters.

While elite neighborhoods were less likely to get zero fountain when compared to the commoner

neighborhoods, non-Muslim neighborhoods’ probability of receiving no neighborhoods were not

different than of the Muslim neighborhoods. Combined effects of these two different estimations

are graphed in Figures 6 and 7. These results suggest that, either in terms of numbers of fountains

or cubic meters of water per day, the neighborhoods with elite residents were significantly better

endowed than the others. Although there is sufficient evidence that there was a pro-Muslim bias

in water provision, the difference is not as stark as the predominance of the elite neighborhoods.
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DV: Number of fountains per neighborhood
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Non-Muslim neighborhood 0.719∗∗ 0.676∗∗ 0.688∗∗ 0.673∗∗∗
(0.110) (0.103) (0.107) (0.095)

Elite neighborhood 1.733∗∗∗ 1.680∗∗∗ 1.757∗∗∗ 1.771∗∗∗
(0.192) (0.184) (0.215) (0.210)

No. of households 1.004∗∗∗ 1.004∗∗∗ 1.004∗∗∗ 1.003∗∗∗ 1.003∗∗∗ 1.002∗∗∗ 1.003∗∗∗
(0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001) (0.001)

Constant 1.504∗∗∗ 2.027∗∗∗ 2.069∗∗∗ 1.273∗∗∗ 1.552∗∗∗ 1.309 1.363∗
(0.129) (0.276) (0.333) (0.115) (0.217) (0.244) (0.245)

Geographic controls
District FE
Observations 310 310 310 310 310 310 310
Exponentiated coefficients
* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01

Table 1: Number of fountains.

DV: Water per day
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7)

Non-Muslim neighborhood -48.710∗∗ -43.973∗∗ -45.464∗∗ -50.511∗∗
(21.95) (21.09) (22.27) (22.26)

Elite neighborhood 34.448∗∗ 40.488∗∗∗ 49.919∗∗∗ 52.734∗∗∗
(15.27) (15.59) (15.89) (16.14)

No. of households 0.480∗∗∗ 0.481∗∗∗ 0.457∗∗∗ 0.376∗∗∗ 0.387∗∗∗ 0.338∗∗ 0.413∗∗∗
(0.16) (0.16) (0.16) (0.14) (0.14) (0.14) (0.15)

Elevation 0.610 0.556 0.863∗∗ 0.783∗ 0.758∗
(0.38) (0.38) (0.40) (0.40) (0.39)

Constant 48.394∗∗∗ 24.377 11.920 39.180∗∗∗ 3.704 -25.468 -22.442
(10.86) (19.79) (24.50) (12.66) (22.93) (28.55) (27.66)

Geographic controls
District FE
Observations 310 310 310 310 310 310 310
* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01

Table 2: Water per day.
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DV: Number of fountains
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Linear regression
elite house=1 2.206∗∗∗ 2.104∗∗∗ 2.222∗∗∗ 2.184∗∗∗ 2.059∗∗∗ 2.180∗∗∗

(0.61) (0.60) (0.64) (0.57) (0.56) (0.60)
Non-Muslim=1 -2.187∗∗ -2.355∗∗ -2.308∗∗ -2.111∗∗ -2.237∗∗∗ -2.235∗∗∗

(0.95) (0.94) (0.94) (0.83) (0.83) (0.84)
No. of households 0.014∗∗∗ 0.014∗∗∗ 0.014∗∗∗ 0.009∗∗∗ 0.009∗∗∗ 0.008∗∗∗ 0.012∗∗∗ 0.012∗∗∗ 0.011∗∗∗

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Constant -0.065 1.124 1.509 -0.601 0.020 -0.459 -0.398 0.414 -0.017

(0.80) (0.84) (0.99) (0.83) (0.93) (1.20) (0.75) (0.84) (1.09)
Geographic controls
District FE
Binary logistic regression
Non-Muslim=1 -0.008 -0.066 -0.045 -0.064 -0.107 -0.114

(0.24) (0.24) (0.24) (0.24) (0.24) (0.25)
elite house=1 0.470∗∗∗ 0.433∗∗ 0.518∗∗∗ 0.474∗∗∗ 0.438∗∗ 0.528∗∗∗

(0.18) (0.18) (0.19) (0.18) (0.18) (0.20)
No. of households 0.003∗∗ 0.003∗∗ 0.003∗∗ 0.003∗∗ 0.003∗∗ 0.002∗∗ 0.003∗∗ 0.003∗∗ 0.003∗∗

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Constant 0.399∗∗∗ 0.676∗∗∗ 0.554∗∗ 0.286∗∗ 0.512∗∗ 0.248 0.285∗∗ 0.519∗∗ 0.252

(0.12) (0.20) (0.24) (0.13) (0.21) (0.27) (0.13) (0.21) (0.27)
Geographic controls
District FE
Observations 310 310 310 310 310 310 310 310 310
* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01

Table 3: Hurdle model: Number of fountains.
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DV: Water per day
(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)

Linear regrssion
Non-Muslim neighborhood -62.100∗∗ -55.162∗∗ -57.026∗∗ -64.018∗∗∗ -56.991∗∗ -59.895∗∗

(24.81) (24.59) (24.98) (24.78) (24.49) (24.78)
Elite neighborhood 23.385 30.889∗ 41.393∗∗ 25.918 32.609∗ 43.749∗∗

(18.32) (18.12) (19.38) (18.12) (17.96) (19.19)
No. of households 0.484∗∗∗ 0.490∗∗∗ 0.464∗∗∗ 0.363∗∗∗ 0.379∗∗∗ 0.332∗∗∗ 0.473∗∗∗ 0.475∗∗∗ 0.424∗∗∗

(0.11) (0.11) (0.11) (0.10) (0.10) (0.10) (0.11) (0.10) (0.11)
Elevation 1.150∗∗∗ 1.100∗∗ 1.343∗∗∗ 1.243∗∗ 1.247∗∗∗ 1.219∗∗

(0.42) (0.50) (0.42) (0.50) (0.42) (0.50)
Constant 76.847∗∗∗ 33.133 22.266 69.530∗∗∗ 16.321 -13.280 69.165∗∗∗ 19.787 -9.443

(12.84) (20.41) (26.76) (14.06) (21.76) (30.22) (13.89) (21.60) (29.94)
Geographic controls
District FE
Binary logistic regression
Non-Muslim neighborhood -0.002 -0.097 -0.056 -0.102 -0.163 -0.173

(0.41) (0.41) (0.42) (0.42) (0.42) (0.43)
Elite neighborhood 0.809∗∗ 0.750∗∗ 0.915∗∗∗ 0.815∗∗ 0.758∗∗ 0.929∗∗∗

(0.32) (0.32) (0.34) (0.32) (0.33) (0.35)
No. of Households 0.006∗∗ 0.006∗∗ 0.006∗∗ 0.005∗∗ 0.005∗∗ 0.005∗ 0.006∗∗ 0.006∗∗ 0.005∗∗

(0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00) (0.00)
Elevation -0.013∗ -0.014∗ -0.010 -0.011 -0.010 -0.012

(0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01) (0.01)
Constant 0.558∗∗∗ 1.058∗∗∗ 0.822∗∗ 0.384∗ 0.802∗∗ 0.317 0.382∗ 0.809∗∗ 0.321

(0.21) (0.34) (0.41) (0.22) (0.35) (0.44) (0.22) (0.35) (0.44)
Geographic controls
District FE
Observations 310 310 310 310 310 310 310 310 310
* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01

Table 4: Two part model: Cubic meters of water per day

Figure 4: Number of fountains: Muslim vs. Non-Muslim neighborhoods
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Figure 5: Number of fountains: Elite vs. Commoner neighborhoods

Figure 6: Water per day: Muslim vs. Non-Muslim neighborhoods

V.2 Do differences in numbers really matter?

The empirical strategy used in the last sub-section rests on the premise that more fountains,

or more amount of water per day, makes a distributional difference and creates inequalities

among the residential neighborhoods of Ottoman Istanbul. To ascertain whether there was a

significant difference in difficulty of obtaining clean drinking water between elite and commoner

neighborhoods, as well as between Muslim and non-Muslim neighborhoods, one has to study the
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Figure 7: Water per day: Elite vs. commoner neighborhoods

differences in qualitative experiences of residents in accessing water sources. Especially, when

the public service in question in water provision and water has to be carried back home in large

quantities, residents’ physical costs of reaching to the closest source should be taken into account

when evaluating the public endowments of neighborhoods with different characteristics.

To construct the measure of the physical cost of walking to the nearest fountain, I rely on

least-cost analysis, generally used by archaeologists and historians to model human movement

in different landscapes. Least cost analysis assumes that humans will attempt to limit the costs

of traveling when getting from one point to the other, formulating the most appropriate path.

Although social scientist usually focuses on analyzing the closest distance between places, in

reality, people are more likely to travel to places that they can more easily reach or to which

they will spend less energy walking. However, distance is only one variable affecting travel

cost. Topography, hydrology, cultural features, and other factors also alter travel cost. In

identifying different sources of the physical cost to travel, this method allows archaeologists and

historians to reconstruct possible networks of travel when these networks are not documented in

archival documents (White and Surface-Evans, 2012). Of course, depending on the geographic

characteristics of the place in question, different factors are taken into account in calculating the

least cost.

In Ottoman Istanbul, there were three distinct sources of difficulties to travel: the city walls,
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the sea, elevation, and forbidden areas for commoners such as the Palace, or the janissary

barracks. Least cost analysis can combine and estimate the effect these variables have on the

cost of pedestrian journeys. To compute the cost of traveling from one neighborhood with

no fountains to the neighborhood with a fountain that is least costly to walk, I relied on the

least cost analysis using a map that incorporates the ancient city walls, forbidden areas to the

commoners, elevation and the sea. In this formulation, pedestrians walk around the city walls

and only pass through the gates, avoid passing through forbidden areas and the sea, and, finally,

they prefer the paths with the least amount of hills. Of course, if their own neighborhood has a

fountain, then their least-cost of commuting to a water source is zero.

Table 5 regresses the Least Cost of walking to the least costly neighborhood with a fountain

on neighborhood characteristics, using an ordinary least squares regression with robust standard

errors. In all specifications, I find that the elite neighborhoods had significantly less physical costs

of commuting to the closest fountain. Although the coefficient of Non-Muslim neighborhoods is

negative, it is minimal in size and not significantly different. Also, different from the previous

analysis, I find the number of households does not have any impact on the least cost to the closest

fountain. These results suggest that residents of both Non-Muslim and Muslim neighborhoods,

on average, did not have substantially different physical costs of carrying water home. However,

for residents of elite neighborhoods compared to commoners, these costs were minimal. Given

that the elite usually had servants and slaves during the period of the analysis, the results are

very striking and important.

In sum, these results suggest that the elite chose to make voluntary contributions in a way

that maximized their own material benefit. Although there is evidence that the elite also en-

dowed more fountains to areas with their co-ethnics, the magnitude and the significance of those

differences are as not stark as the inequality of distributional outcomes between the elites, and

the other commoners, Non-Muslims and Muslims alike.
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(1) (2) (3) (4) (5) (6) (7) (8) (9)
Non-Muslim -806.02∗∗ -519.50 -201.65 -669.69∗ -425.00 -108.19

(363.70) (363.63) (367.58) (354.26) (354.08) (369.70)
Elite -1100.59∗∗∗ -1035.43∗∗∗ -951.20∗∗∗ -1045.28∗∗∗ -1014.14∗∗∗ -944.98∗∗∗

(331.33) (332.27) (345.58) (328.23) (330.36) (347.60)
No of households -3.12 -3.00 -3.44 -2.38 -2.71 -2.22

(2.38) (2.41) (2.23) (2.34) (2.32) (2.41)
Constant 1611.68∗∗∗ 1845.21∗∗∗ 890.37∗ 1823.19∗∗∗ 2111.28∗∗∗ 1436.19∗∗∗ 1914.37∗∗∗ 2108.10∗∗∗ 1437.89∗∗∗

(227.87) (309.13) (471.79) (269.15) (343.55) (526.90) (287.98) (343.48) (527.83)
Geographic controls
District FE
Observations 309 309 309 309 309 309 309 309 309
* p<0.1, ** p<0.05, *** p<0.01

Table 5: Least Cost Analysis
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VI Alternative Explanations

In his seminal article on public goods, Tiebout (1956) posits that if citizens with heterogeneous

preferences have free mobility and regions offer a variety of public goods and tax rates, citizens

will sort themselves optimally among the regions. In other words, citizens will all receive optimal

tax and public good combination, in accordance with their tastes and preferences.

In principle, non-Muslim neighborhoods might have received fewer fountains than Muslim

neighborhoods because Istanbul’s residents sorted themselves into neighborhoods with different

tax and public good combinations. The relevant sorting mechanisms fall into two categories.

One involves Muslims settling in neighborhoods where it is relatively easier and cheaper to build

fountains. The other possibility is that Muslims moved into non-Muslim neighborhoods that

then have fountains, interfering with the identity of that particular neighborhood and driving

out non-Muslims. This section explores the possible contributions of these relocation mechanisms

to the difference in the incidence of fountains observed in neighborhoods with different identities.

How did groups of different ethnicities settle in Istanbul? After its conquest from the Byzan-

tine Empire, Istanbul was almost an empty city. As a result of the Byzantine Empire’s economic

and political decline Istanbul was in a destitute state at the time of its conquest (Kuban, 2010).

The plunder that followed the conquest left the city not only deprived of its riches, and also of

its residents: many left, and those who stayed were either enslaved or killed (Kafescioğlu, 2009).

One of the first order challenges faced by the Ottoman administration was to repopulate the

city to its former glory (Nicol, 1993). The challenge was not merely to fill the city with people:

the Ottomans had to make sure that certain political and economic motives were balanced.

Especially, considering the need for labor to re-build an imperial city in ruins, a systematic

recruiting of certain labor groups was of particular importance (İnalcık, 1969). Hence, to guar-

antee a sufficient labor force, along with balancing the presence of certain identity groups in the

city, the Ottomans ordered permanent migration of groups of communities of all origins from

different regions of the empire to settle in Istanbul (Freitag et al., 2010; Işın, 1999).

These new-comers did not find residence in the city haphazardly. Government officials strove

to group together people from the same origin and the same identity groups (İncicyan, 1976;

Eyice, 1964; Schneider, 1952)7 . Most of these re-population efforts were carried out between

7For instance, Karaman, Çarsamba, and Kefeli neighborhoods of Istanbul consisted of individuals who were force-
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1453 and 1475, which was almost a century before the new capital’s major waterways were built

(Ayverdi, 1958). Hence, the mismatch between the time of the re-population efforts and the

construction of the major waterways works against the idea that the Muslim population sorted

itself into neighborhoods with more public services.

Another possible explanation for the pro-Muslim bias in the provision of fountains is that the

ethno-religious characteristics of neighborhoods changed over time. Muslims might have forced

Christians and Jews to move into the neighborhoods with less fountains, or Muslims might have

settled in neighborhoods with good water provision. However, the Ottoman Empire enforced

strict rules pertaining to the organization of urban life. As a matter of practice, the residents of

Istanbul were not free to move across neighborhoods at will.

One such rule concerned the characteristics of the buildings that each ethno-religious group

were permitted to build. According to Islamic Law, Muslim residences had to differ from those of

Christians and Jews both in height and color. Under Selim III (reigned 1789-1807), for instance

non-Muslims were ordered to paint their houses black and Muslims to paint their houses in a

color different from black to enable easy spotting of non-Muslims. The order also stated that the

non-Muslim houses should not have windows facing the houses of Muslims. The height of the

buildings was another distinctive pattern for religious distinction. According to a 1719 order,

in both intramural and extramural Istanbul, non-Muslims were prevented from building higher

than two floors (Çokuğraş and Gençer, 2016). Thus, even though Muslims were the privileged

group at the time, rules of construction would have prevented a Muslim from moving into a

house that was previously inhabited by a Christian or Jew.

Moreover, it was forbidden for non-Muslims to settle in areas sacred to Muslims, and they

would usually live in groups in certain neighborhoods. There are various court cases, in which

the Muslim population of a certain neighborhood would complain about the non-Muslim settlers.

These complaints usually involved the allegation that the non-Muslims harmed the Islamic values

and traditions of the pious citizens.

In sum, the neighborhoods of Ottoman Istanbul had rigid ethno-religious characteristics that

were not subject to change. Mobility within neighborhoods with the same ethnic group was a

challenge, and mobility across ethnic neighborhoods was almost impossible.

fully departed from these regions from Anatolia to Istanbul (Eyice, 1964; Başkan, 2012).
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VII Conclusion

In this article, I have explored how philanthropic provisioning of public services by private

actors affects the equity of access to social services by different groups. I have found consistent

evidence that the elites endow more charitable goods to co-ethnic and elite localities because

existent social networks intensify the reward of such contributions. The wealthy favor their

friends, families, co-workers, and co-ethnics when making allocational decisions.

I developed two main empirical strategies to arrive at this conclusion. In the first, I used

data on water provision to neighborhoods with different ethno-religious and social characteristics

in Ottoman Istanbul. I find that Muslim and elite communities received more drinking water

when compared to non-Muslim and commoner neighborhoods, respectively. To understand

whether the differences in aggregate levels were effective in the daily experiences of the Ottoman

Istanbulites, I also focused on a least-cost analysis from neighborhoods to the nearest fountain.

I showed that for residents who lived in the same neighborhoods as the Ottoman high-ranked

elites, the costs of commuting to the closest fountain was significantly lower.

My findings speak to the generally untested claim that non-state actors can provide an equal

distribution of social services and welfare benefits. Although public goods are defined as non-

excludable services, in practice, geographic distance can keep potential beneficiaries from taking

advantage of opportunities. I have demonstrated that, in the absence of political accountability,

elites can use geography as a tool to direct social services to their communities. This has far-

reaching consequences for explaining the persistence of historical inequalities, especially in places

where the provision of public goods through charitable contributions was the tradition and the

norm for centuries. Insufficient levels of public goods and sanitary services can impede the

mobility prospects, as well as life expectancies, of traditionally underserved groups.

Beyond the contributions above, this paper illuminates the role of the waqfs on the provision-

ing of public goods. This paper sheds light on the patterns of endowments of the waqf founders.

The vast literature on waqfs has frequently emphasized Ottoman elites’ altruistic motives for

and ultimate success in equally providing most all citizens with abundant public services (Singer,

2011, 2012; Yediyıldız, 1984). But the validity of these philanthropic and charitable motives,

as well the degree to which this system was successful, had never been empirically tested. This

paper’s findings provide evidence that the waqf system disproportionately benefited Muslims
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and elites of the empire.
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