
Financial and commercial systems in the early-modern Ottoman 

Mediterranean: Advance purchase, forward contracts, and in-kind 

payments in 18th century Cyprus 

The paper contributes to the study of the transition to modernity in the 

Mediterranean as reflected in financial and commercial systems. The main unit 

of analysis is the forward contract (Tk. selem, Ar. salam), a type of advance 

purchase of cash crops connected to eighteenth-century economic and social 

transformations induced by the dynamics of world trade. These will be studied 

with reference to Cyprus, an island categorised by Braudel as a ‘miniature 

continent’ and a Mediterranean junction of commercial activity. 

Existing research indicates that advance purchase existed throughout the 

Ottoman Empire and was an intrinsic part of capitalist transformations. 

Growing interest in world history highlights futures markets for grains in the 

nineteenth century as a key dynamic in the emergence of global markets. While 

existing knowledge shows that advance purchase was a process connected to 

modern economics, there is little detailed statistical analysis of pre-nineteenth-

century quantitative data. The paper is an initial attempt to fill this gap by 

focusing on this particular aspect of economic relations. 

My research suggests that forward contracts were an important feature of 

eighteenth-century urban-rural relations and constituted complex financial 

systems of wealth accumulation. Some isolated, and probably out-of-the-

ordinary, cases indicate that profit margins for merchants could be as high as 

266%. Moreover, forward contracts entailed the interplay of financial and 

commercial relations and the manipulation of existing monetary conditions 

that allowed local merchants to turn both a high rate of inflation and the 

declining silver content of the Ottoman currency to their benefit. Merchants-

cum-moneylenders were able to lend money during a period of high inflation 

and ensure the full return of interest by receiving the payment in kind. 

Concurrently, they were able to rid themselves of debased Ottoman currency 

and re-sell the cash crops to European merchants in exchange for more 

valuable currency. 
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