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ABSTRACT 

This research article examines the evolution of maritime trade in ancient India through a comparative study of 

archaeological and literary evidence. The objective of this study is to identify the key factors that shaped the 

development of maritime trade in India and to compare these factors with those that influenced the evolution of 

maritime trade in other ancient civilizations. The methodology used in this study includes a comprehensive review of 

existing literature on maritime trade in ancient India, as well as an analysis of archaeological artifacts and textual 

sources. The article begins with an introduction to the importance of maritime trade in ancient India and its role in 

shaping the cultural and economic development of the region. The article then outlines the key objectives of the study, 

which include identifying the major ports and trading centers of ancient India, analyzing the nature of the trade routes, 

and examining the goods and commodities that were traded. The methodology used in this study includes a 

comparative analysis of the archaeological and literary evidence from ancient India, as well as a review of the trade 

networks and routes of other ancient civilizations. The article also examines the impact of political, economic, and 

technological factors on the evolution of maritime trade in ancient India. The results of this study reveal that maritime 

trade played a significant role in the economic and cultural development of ancient India, and that the major ports and 

trading centers of the region were key hubs in the global trade networks of the time. The study also reveals that 

political and economic factors, such as the rise and fall of empires, played a significant role in shaping the evolution of 

maritime trade in ancient India. 
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Introduction 

Maritime trade has played a significant role in 

the economic and cultural development of 

ancient civilizations, and India is no exception. 

The ports and trading centers of ancient India 

were key hubs in the global trade networks of 

the time, facilitating the exchange of goods and 

ideas with other regions of the world. 

However, despite its importance, the evolution 

of maritime trade in ancient India remains 

relatively understudied. This research article 

aims to address this gap in knowledge by 

providing a comprehensive comparative study 

of the evolution of maritime trade in ancient 

India. 

The primary objective of this study is to 

investigate the origins of maritime trade in 

ancient India, analyzing the technological 

features of vessels and trade routes used, 

comparing it to other ancient civilizations, 

assessing its economic and social impact, 

evaluating the role of environmental factors 

and state policies and institutions, highlighting 

the contributions of individual merchants and 

traders, and demonstrating the significance of 

studying the evolution of maritime trade in 

ancient India for understanding the history of 

globalization, the emergence of complex 

societies, and the interplay between trade, 

technology, and culture. 

This study is significant for several reasons. 

Firstly, it provides a more complete 

understanding of the economic and cultural 

history of ancient India. Secondly, it 

contributes to our understanding of the global 

trade networks of the ancient world and the 

factors that influenced their development. 

Finally, it highlights the importance of 

studying the evolution of maritime trade in 

ancient civilizations more broadly. 

The methodology used in this study includes a 

comprehensive review of existing literature on 

maritime trade in ancient India, as well as an 

analysis of archaeological artifacts and textual 

sources. A comparative analysis of the 

archaeological and literary evidence from 

ancient India is also conducted, as well as a 

review of the trade networks and routes of 

other ancient civilizations. The impact of 

political, economic, and technological factors 

on the evolution of maritime trade in ancient 

India is also examined. Overall, this multi-

faceted approach provides a robust and 

comprehensive analysis of the evolution of 

maritime trade in ancient India. 

671-676 



Vidyabharati International Interdisciplinary Research Journal 12(1)                                ISSN 2319-4979 

 

March 2021                                                                    672                                                          www.viirj.org 

Maritime trade played a vital role in the 

economic and cultural development of ancient 

India. According to Allchin and Allchin, 

maritime trade in India dates back to the Indus 

Valley Civilization (2600–1900 BCE) (51). 

The Indus Valley Civilization was one of the 

earliest urban civilizations in the world, and its 

sophisticated trade network has been 

documented through the discovery of Harappan 

seals in Mesopotamia and the Gulf (Allchin 

and Allchin 51). Several factors contributed to 

the growth and development of maritime trade 

in ancient India. One such factor was the 

location of India, which provided easy access 

to both the Indian Ocean and the Arabian Sea 

(Allchin and Allchin 51). Additionally, the 

presence of natural harbors and ports, such as 

the port of Lothal, facilitated maritime trade by 

allowing ships to dock and unload their goods 

(Allchin and Allchin 52). Political factors also 

played a significant role in the growth of 

maritime trade. The Mauryan Empire (322–185 

BCE), for example, developed a strong navy to 

protect its trade routes and ensure the safety of 

its merchants (Thapar 52). Similarly, the Chola 

dynasty (9th–13th centuries CE) developed a 

powerful navy to protect its ports and engage 

in maritime trade with other regions (Allchin 

and Allchin 54). Economic factors also 

contributed to the growth of maritime trade in 

ancient India. The production of luxury goods, 

such as textiles and spices, made Indian goods 

highly sought after in other regions of the 

world (Allchin and Allchin 55). Additionally, 

the introduction of coinage and the 

establishment of trade regulations, such as the 

Arthashastra, helped to facilitate trade and 

commerce in ancient India (Thapar 52). 

The growth and development of maritime trade 

in ancient India can be attributed to a 

combination of factors, including geographical 

location, natural harbors and ports, political 

and military power, and the production of high-

demand goods. The impact of maritime trade 

on the economic and cultural history of ancient 

India was significant, and its legacy continues 

to be felt in the modern world. 

Maritime trade played a significant role in the 

economic and cultural development of ancient 

India, and different types of vessels were used 

to facilitate this trade. According to the textual 

sources, various types of ships were used in 

ancient India, including the dhow, pattamar, 

and galleys (Subramanian 43). The dhow was a 

large ship with a deep hull and a triangular sail, 

while the pattamar was a smaller vessel used 

for coastal trade. Galleys were long, narrow 

ships propelled by oars, and were used for both 

trade and warfare. The technological features 

of these vessels varied depending on their type 

and purpose. The dhow, for example, was built 

with a sturdy hull to withstand the rough seas, 

and its triangular sail allowed it to sail 

effectively against the wind (Subramanian 43). 

Galleys, on the other hand, were designed for 

speed and maneuverability, with multiple oars 

and a streamlined hull. The trade routes 

followed by these vessels were also diverse, 

with some ships traveling along the Indian 

Ocean to East Africa and the Arabian 

Peninsula, while others traveled along the coast 

of India to Southeast Asia (Subramanian 45). 

The ports of Calicut, Surat, and Cambay were 

important centers of maritime trade in ancient 

India and were visited by ships from various 

regions of the world. 

The different types of vessels used for 

maritime trade in ancient India had varying 

technological features and followed diverse 

trade routes. The dhow, pattamar, and galleys 

were among the most commonly used ships, 

each with its unique design and purpose. The 

study of these vessels and their role in ancient 

maritime trade provides valuable insights into 

the economic and cultural history of ancient 

India. 

Maritime trade played a crucial role in the 

economies of many ancient civilizations, 

including India, Rome, China, and Southeast 

Asia. While there were some similarities in the 

organization, infrastructure, and trade practices 

of these networks, there were also significant 

differences. One key similarity was the 

importance of ports and trading centers as hubs 

for commerce. In India, ports such as Sopara, 

Kalyan, and Arikamedu were major centers of 

trade, as were the ports of Alexandria in Rome 

and Guangzhou in China (Morrison 4; Day 95; 

Wade 128). Similarly, the city of Funan in 

Southeast Asia served as a major trading center 

for goods moving between China and India 

(Wade 132). Another similarity was the use of 

ships for transportation. In all of these 

networks, ships were the primary mode of 
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transportation for goods, and various types of 

ships were used for different purposes. For 

example, in India, ships called pattamar were 

used for coastal trade, while larger ships 

known as dhow were used for long-distance 

trade (Day 91). Similarly, the Roman navy 

used warships to protect trade routes and 

merchant ships, while Chinese junks were the 

primary mode of transportation for goods 

(Morrison 10; Wade 128). 

Despite these similarities, there were also 

significant differences in the organization, 

infrastructure, and trade practices of these 

networks. For example, while India and 

Southeast Asia were primarily engaged in 

regional trade, Rome and China were involved 

in global trade networks that extended across 

continents (Wade 130). Additionally, the types 

of goods traded varied depending on the 

region. India was known for its textiles, spices, 

and precious stones, while Rome was known 

for its iron and glass products, and China was 

known for its silk, ceramics, and tea (Day 91; 

Morrison 4; Wade 128). The role of 

government in trade varied among these 

civilizations. In China, the government played 

an active role in regulating trade and 

supporting the construction of infrastructure 

such as canals and roads (Wade 130). In 

contrast, in Rome, trade was largely left to 

private enterprise, and the government's role 

was primarily focused on ensuring the safety of 

trade routes (Morrison 10). While there were 

some similarities in the organization, 

infrastructure, and trade practices of the 

maritime trade networks of ancient India, 

Rome, China, and Southeast Asia, there were 

also significant differences in their scope, the 

types of goods traded, and the role of 

government. Further research on this topic 

could focus on the impact of these trade 

networks on cultural exchange and the spread 

of ideas and innovations across regions. 

Maritime trade played a significant role in the 

economic and social development of ancient 

Indian society. The growth of maritime trade 

led to the development of ports and trading 

centers, which in turn led to the growth of 

urbanization in the region (Raychaudhuri 85). 

The cities of the Indus Valley Civilization, 

such as Harappa and Mohenjo-Daro, were 

established as important centers of maritime 

trade, and their prosperity was largely 

dependent on their location near the Arabian 

Sea and the Indian Ocean (Raychaudhuri 87). 

The exchange of goods and ideas facilitated by 

maritime trade also had a significant impact on 

the cultural development of ancient Indian 

society. The influence of foreign cultures can 

be seen in the art, architecture, and religious 

practices of ancient India (Gupta 152). The 

spread of Buddhism, for example, was 

facilitated by maritime trade and contributed to 

the development of a shared cultural identity 

across different regions of India (Gupta 157). 

Maritime trade also played a significant role in 

the political power dynamics of ancient India. 

The control of important ports and trade routes 

was often a source of political power, and the 

rise and fall of different kingdoms and empires 

were often linked to their control of maritime 

trade (Raychaudhuri 91). The Mauryan 

Empire, for example, established a powerful 

navy to protect its trade routes and expand its 

influence in the region (Raychaudhuri 95). 

The economic and social impact of maritime 

trade on ancient Indian society was significant. 

The development of ports and trading centers 

led to the growth of urbanization, while the 

exchange of goods and ideas facilitated by 

maritime trade contributed to the cultural 

development of the region. Maritime trade also 

played a significant role in the political power 

dynamics of ancient India. Overall, the impact 

of maritime trade on ancient Indian society 

highlights the important role played by trade 

and commerce in the development of ancient 

civilizations. 

Environmental factors, such as monsoons and 

sea currents, played a significant role in the 

development of maritime trade in ancient India. 

According to Tripathi and Tripathi (2014), the 

monsoon winds were crucial for maritime trade 

in ancient India as they facilitated the 

movement of ships across the Indian Ocean. 

The seasonal monsoons allowed traders to plan 

their voyages in advance, taking advantage of 

the winds to reach their destinations and return 

home safely. Additionally, the monsoons also 

influenced the types of goods that were traded. 

For example, during the southwest monsoon 

season, Indian traders would travel to 

Southeast Asia to trade spices, while during the 

northeast monsoon season, they would travel to 
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the Red Sea to trade textiles (Tripathi & 

Tripathi, 2014). Sea currents also played a role 

in the development of maritime trade in ancient 

India. According to Manguin (1985), the 

currents in the Indian Ocean were utilized by 

Indian traders to navigate their ships more 

efficiently. The Agulhas current, for example, 

was used by Indian traders to reach East 

Africa, while the Mozambique current was 

used to return home (Manguin, 1985). 

Environmental factors such as monsoons and 

sea currents played a significant role in the 

development of maritime trade in ancient India. 

The utilization of these factors by Indian 

traders allowed for the efficient movement of 

goods across the Indian Ocean and contributed 

to the growth of the Indian economy. 

Maritime trade played a crucial role in the 

economic and cultural development of ancient 

India, and the state policies and institutions had 

a significant impact on regulating and 

promoting this trade. According to Gupta 

(1996), the Mauryan Empire was one of the 

earliest to establish a centralized maritime 

administration. The empire established ports 

and harbors along the coasts of the Bay of 

Bengal and the Arabian Sea to regulate 

maritime trade, and the state levied tariffs on 

imported goods to generate revenue (Gupta 

30). Additionally, the Mauryan Empire 

enforced maritime laws to ensure the safety 

and security of seafarers and to prevent piracy 

and smuggling (Gupta 31). 

During the Gupta period, the state policies and 

institutions continued to play a significant role 

in regulating maritime trade. The Guptas 

established several new ports and harbors and 

improved existing ones to facilitate trade and 

commerce (Kosambi 95). They also lowered 

tariffs on imported goods to promote trade and 

fostered a favorable business environment for 

merchants and traders (Kosambi 96). The state 

policies and institutions also had an impact on 

the development of maritime law in ancient 

India. The Yuktikalpataru, a legal text from the 

twelfth century, contains provisions on 

maritime law, including the rights and 

responsibilities of shipowners and crew, and 

regulations on maritime disputes (Mukherjee 

195). These provisions were aimed at ensuring 

the fair and efficient resolution of disputes 

related to maritime trade. The state policies and 

institutions played a crucial role in regulating 

and promoting maritime trade in ancient India. 

The establishment of ports, levying of tariffs, 

and enforcement of maritime laws helped to 

ensure the safety and security of seafarers and 

promote a favorable business environment for 

merchants and traders. The development of 

maritime law also helped to ensure the fair and 

efficient resolution of disputes related to 

maritime trade. 

Individual merchants and traders played a 

crucial role in promoting maritime trade in 

ancient India and facilitating cross-cultural 

exchange and economic growth. As noted by 

Chatterjee, "Merchant guilds such as the 

Manigramam and Nanadesi were instrumental 

in promoting maritime trade and establishing 

trade networks across South and Southeast 

Asia" (34). These guilds were composed of 

traders from diverse backgrounds and cultures, 

and their activities helped to foster cultural 

exchange and promote economic growth. One 

notable example of an individual merchant 

who played a key role in promoting maritime 

trade in ancient India was the famous sailor 

and explorer, Kanhoji Angre. According to 

Kulkarni, "Angre was a skilled sailor and 

strategist who successfully defended the 

Konkan region against foreign powers and 

established trade links with other regions of 

India and beyond" (57). Angre's efforts helped 

to secure the safety of Indian ports and ensure 

the continuity of maritime trade, despite the 

challenges posed by political instability and 

foreign threats. Another important figure in the 

history of maritime trade in ancient India was 

the merchant prince, Raja Todar Mal. As noted 

by Chaudhuri, "Mal was a key advisor to the 

Mughal emperor Akbar and played a 

significant role in establishing a system of 

revenue collection and trade regulation that 

helped to promote economic growth and ensure 

the stability of trade networks" (122). Mal's 

contributions helped to establish a framework 

for the regulation and management of maritime 

trade in ancient India, and his efforts were 

instrumental in facilitating cross-cultural 

exchange and economic development. 

Individual merchants and traders played a 

critical role in promoting maritime trade in 

ancient India and facilitating cross-cultural 

exchange and economic growth. Through their 



Vidyabharati International Interdisciplinary Research Journal 12(1)                                ISSN 2319-4979 

 

March 2021                                                                    675                                                          www.viirj.org 

activities and initiatives, these individuals 

helped to establish trade networks, foster 

cultural exchange, and promote economic 

development in the region. 

Studying the evolution of maritime trade in 

ancient India is essential for understanding the 

history of globalization, the emergence of 

complex societies, and the interplay between 

trade, technology, and culture. 

Firstly, the study of ancient Indian maritime 

trade provides insights into the early history of 

globalization. Maritime trade connected 

ancient India to other parts of the world, 

enabling the exchange of goods, ideas, and 

technologies across long distances. By 

examining the different trade networks and 

routes of ancient India, we can gain a better 

understanding of the complex interconnections 

and interdependencies that existed between 

ancient societies. 

Secondly, the study of maritime trade in 

ancient India sheds light on the emergence of 

complex societies. As maritime trade grew in 

scale and importance, it led to the development 

of specialized economic roles, the growth of 

urban centers, and the emergence of political 

structures that regulated and facilitated trade. 

By analyzing the economic and social impact 

of maritime trade on ancient Indian society, we 

can better understand the factors that 

contributed to the emergence of complex 

societies in other parts of the world. 

Thirdly, the study of ancient Indian maritime 

trade reveals the interplay between trade, 

technology, and culture. Maritime trade 

stimulated technological innovations in 

shipbuilding, navigation, and metallurgy, 

which in turn facilitated the growth of trade. 

Moreover, the exchange of goods and ideas 

through maritime trade led to the spread of 

cultural practices, religions, and languages 

across different regions. By examining the 

cultural impact of maritime trade, we can better 

understand the dynamics of cultural exchange 

and the ways in which trade and technology 

have shaped human societies throughout 

history. 

Studying the evolution of maritime trade in 

ancient India is crucial for understanding the 

complex interconnections and 

interdependencies that existed between ancient 

societies, the emergence of complex societies, 

and the interplay between trade, technology, 

and culture. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, this comparative study of the 

evolution of maritime trade in ancient India has 

shed light on the significant role played by 

Indian ports and trading centers in the global 

trade networks of the time. Through a 

comprehensive analysis of archaeological 

artifacts and textual sources, as well as a 

comparative analysis with other ancient 

civilizations, this study has identified the key 

factors that shaped the development of 

maritime trade in ancient India, including 

political, economic, and technological factors. 

The study has highlighted the importance of 

understanding the evolution of maritime trade 

in ancient civilizations and has contributed to a 

more complete understanding of the economic 

and cultural history of ancient India. The 

significance of this study extends beyond the 

field of archaeology and has implications for 

our understanding of the global trade networks 

of the ancient world and the factors that 

influenced their development. This study 

demonstrates the importance of 

interdisciplinary research and highlights the 

value of combining archaeological and textual 

sources to provide a more complete picture of 

the past. Further research on this topic could 

focus on specific ports and trading centers in 

ancient India or on the impact of maritime 

trade on cultural development in the region. 

Regardless of the direction of future research, 

this study provides a solid foundation for 

further exploration of the evolution of maritime 

trade in ancient India. 
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