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Introduction 

The history of ancient India is inextricably linked to the evolution of trade, both within its vast 

subcontinent and with distant civilisations across Asia, Africa, and Europe. Foreign trade was 

not merely an economic activity; it was a transformative force that shaped the very fabric of 

Indian society, influencing its economy, culture, religion, and political structures. From the 

earliest barter systems of the Indus Valley Civilisation to the sophisticated maritime and 

overland networks of the Mauryan, Kushan, and Gupta empires, India emerged as a central hub 

in the ancient world’s commercial and cultural exchanges1. This report explores the 

multifaceted impact of foreign trade on ancient Indian society, drawing upon archaeological, 

numismatic, epigraphic, and literary evidence, and focusing on key trade routes, major ports, 

trading partners, and the enduring legacy of these interactions. 

I. Foundations of Foreign Trade in Ancient India 

A. Early Trade Networks: From Barter to International Exchange 

The earliest evidence of trade in the Indian subcontinent dates back to the Indus Valley 

Civilisation (c. 3300–1900 BCE), where urban centres like Harappa, Mohenjo-Daro, and 

Lothal engaged in both internal and external commerce2. Archaeological finds, such as 

standardised weights and measures, seals, and a sophisticated dockyard at Lothal, indicate a 

well-organised system of trade that extended to Mesopotamia, Oman, and Bahrain3. Goods 

such as cotton textiles, beads, terracotta, and pottery were exchanged for silver, tin, and lapis 

lazuli, laying the foundation for India’s reputation as a source of luxury commodities. 
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As Indian society evolved, so did its trade systems. The Vedic period (c. 1500–500 BCE) saw 

the predominance of localised barter, but references in the Rigveda and later texts suggest the 

emergence of merchant guilds (Panis) and the use of weights and measures4. By the time of the 

Mauryan Empire (321–185 BCE), trade had become highly organised, with state regulation, 

the introduction of punch-marked coins, and the development of extensive overland and 

maritime routes5. 

B. The Role of Geography and Natural Resources 

India’s unique geography—flanked by the Himalayas to the north and the Indian Ocean to the 

south—facilitated both overland and maritime trade. Rivers like the Ganges, Yamuna, and 

Indus served as natural highways, while the Arabian Sea and Bay of Bengal connected India to 

the wider world. The abundance of resources such as spices, textiles, gems, and metals made 

India a coveted trading partner for civilisations from Rome to China6. 

II. Major Trade Routes: Overland and Maritime Networks 

A. Overland Trade: The Silk Road and Inland Highways 

1. The Silk Road and Central Asian Connections 

India’s integration into the Silk Road network was pivotal in connecting it to Central Asia, 

China, and beyond. The primary overland routes began in cities like Taxila, Pataliputra, and 

Mathura, traversing the Khyber Pass into Bactria and linking with the broader Silk Roads of 

Central Asia7. The Kushan Empire (c. 30–375 CE), with its strategic control over the Hindu 

Kush passes, acted as a key intermediary, facilitating the movement of silk from China, spices 

and textiles from India, and precious metals from Central Asia to the Roman Empire8. 

Archaeological sites in Uzbekistan, such as Termez and Fayaz Tepe, reveal Buddhist 

sculptures, multilingual inscriptions, and trade goods that attest to the syncretic exchanges 

between Indian, Greco-Bactrian, Iranian, and local traditions11. The Gandhara region became 

a melting pot of cultures, with the Gandhara school of art blending Greek and Indian styles—

a direct result of these trade interactions9. 

2. Inland Highways: Uttarapatha and Dakshinapatha 

The Uttarapatha (northern route) and Dakshinapatha (southern route) were the arterial 

highways of ancient India, facilitating the movement of goods, people, and ideas across the 

subcontinent10. The Uttarapatha stretched from Gandhara (modern Kandahar) through Taxila, 

Delhi, Varanasi, and Pataliputra, ending at the port of Tamralipti on the Bay of Bengal11. It 

connected India to Central Asia and the Silk Road, enabling the flow of horses, silk, and lapis 

lazuli westward, and Indian spices, pearls, and muslin eastward12. 
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The Dakshinapatha linked the northern plains to the Deccan, passing through Ujjain and 

Vidisha to Pratishthana (Paithan), with feeder roads connecting to western ports like Bharuch 

and Sopara. These routes were not only commercial highways but also conduits for the spread 

of religions such as Buddhism and Jainism, as merchants and monks travelled together, 

establishing monasteries and temples along the way13. 

B. Maritime Trade: The Indian Ocean and the Maritime Silk Road 

1. Monsoon Navigation and Maritime Technology 

The Indian Ocean was the stage for one of the world’s earliest and most dynamic maritime 

trade networks. Indian sailors mastered the use of the monsoon winds, which blew from the 

southwest in summer and northeast in winter, enabling predictable and efficient voyages 

between India, Arabia, East Africa, and Southeast Asia14. The discovery of the monsoon wind 

patterns (attributed to Hippalus) revolutionised maritime trade, allowing direct sea voyages 

from Egypt to India and reducing dependence on overland routes15. 

Shipbuilding technology in ancient India was highly advanced, with the use of sewn-plank 

boats, mortise-and-tenon construction, and navigational instruments such as the yantra and 

kamal1816. Archaeological evidence from sites like Lothal, Arikamedu, and Pattanam includes 

dockyards, boat models, and ship motifs on coins and seals, underscoring the sophistication of 

Indian maritime engineering16. 

2. Major Maritime Routes and Ports 

Maritime routes connected India’s western and eastern coasts to the Red Sea, Persian Gulf, 

Southeast Asia, and China. Key ports on the west coast included Bharuch (Barygaza), Sopara 

(Shurparaka), Muziris (Pattanam), and Kaveripattinam, while the east coast boasted Tamralipti, 

Arikamedu, and Kaveripattinam17. These ports served as emporia, linking inland production 

centers to international markets and facilitating the exchange of spices, textiles, gems, ivory, 

and other luxury goods18. 

III. Key Trading Partners and the Dynamics of Exchange 

A. The Roman Empire: Indo-Roman Trade Relations 

The Indo-Roman trade (1st century BCE–3rd century CE) was one of the most significant 

commercial relationships of the ancient world. Roman and Greek traders frequented the Tamil 

country, establishing settlements and securing trade with the Pandyan, Chola, and Chera 

dynasties17. The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, a 1st-century CE Greek manual, provides vivid 

accounts of Indian ports, commodities, and the use of monsoon winds for navigation19. 
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India exported pepper, pearls, cotton textiles, ivory, and gems, while importing gold and silver 

coins, wine, glassware, and luxury goods from Rome. The trade was so lucrative that Roman 

writers like Pliny the Elder lamented the drain of gold to India, estimating an annual outflow 

of 100 million sesterces17. Archaeological finds of Roman coins, amphorae, and terra sigillata 

pottery in South India, particularly at Arikamedu and Pattanam, corroborate the intensity of 

this exchange20. 

B. Southeast Asia: The Process of Indianization 

Trade with Southeast Asia was not limited to commodities; it was a vehicle for the transmission 

of Indian culture, religion, and political models—a process known as Indianization28291330. 

Indian merchants and Brahmins settled in regions like Indonesia, Malaysia, Cambodia, and 

Thailand, introducing Hindu and Buddhist practices, Sanskrit language, and Indian art and 

architecture281330. The influence of Indian culture is evident in monuments such as Angkor Wat 

(Cambodia) and Prambanan (Indonesia), as well as in the adoption of Indian scripts and epics 

like the Ramayana and Mahabharata21. 

Maritime trade routes facilitated the spread of Buddhism, with Indian monks traveling to Sri 

Lanka, Southeast Asia, and China, establishing monasteries and translating scriptures1330. The 

Srivijaya Empire (7th–13th centuries CE), centred in Sumatra, became a major Buddhist and 

commercial hub, maintaining close ties with Indian polities and supporting Buddhist 

institutions across the region22. 

C. Central Asia: The Kushan and Bactrian Intermediaries 

The Kushan Empire (1st–3rd centuries CE) played a pivotal role as an intermediary between 

India, Central Asia, China, and the Roman world1011. The Kushans facilitated the movement of 

silk, spices, textiles, and precious stones along the Silk Road, enriching local economies and 

fostering a climate of religious and artistic syncretism1011. Their coinage, featuring Greek, 

Persian, and Indian motifs, standardised economic transactions and underscored the 

multicultural nature of their empire23. 

Archaeological sites in Uzbekistan, such as Termez and Dalverzin Tepe, reveal Buddhist 

monasteries, inscriptions in Brahmi and Kharoshthi, and trade goods that highlight the 

interconnectedness of the region. The Gandhara school of art, which flourished under Kushan 

patronage, blended Hellenistic realism with Indian iconography, influencing artistic traditions 

across Central and South Asia24. 
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IV. Ports and Urban Centers: Case Studies 

A. Bharuch (Barygaza): Gateway to the West 

Bharuch, known as Barygaza to the Greeks and Romans, was one of India’s oldest and most 

important ports, strategically located at the mouth of the Narmada River. The Periplus describes 

it as a commercial emporium with trade contacts extending to Egypt, the Persian Gulf, Syria, 

Ceylon, and the Far East. Bharuch exported teakwood, ebony, wheat, and cotton textiles, and 

served as a centre for the exchange of Roman and Greek coins26. 

Archaeological evidence, including coin hoards, amphorae, and shipbuilding remains, attests 

to Bharuch’s role as a hub of maritime and inland trade. The city’s prosperity attracted religious 

establishments, with Chinese traveler Xuanzang noting the presence of Buddhist monasteries 

in the 7th century CE27. 

B. Tamralipti (Tamralipta/Tamluk): Eastern Emporium 

Tamralipti, located on the Bay of Bengal, was the principal port of eastern India, serving as a 

gateway for trade with Sri Lanka, Southeast Asia, and China1234. Literary sources, including 

the Mahabharata, Jaina texts, and the Arthashastra, mention Tamralipti as a major centre of 

maritime exchange. The port was linked by roads to major inland cities and facilitated the 

export of indigo, silk, copper, and other goods28. 

Archaeological excavations have uncovered terracotta figurines, spindle-whorls, coins, and 

pottery of Mediterranean origin, confirming Tamralipti’s international connections34. Chinese 

pilgrims Fa-Hien and Xuanzang described Tamralipti as a flourishing center of Buddhism and 

a departure point for voyages to Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia29. 

C. Arikamedu: Indo-Roman Trading Station 

Arikamedu, near modern Pondicherry, is identified as the “Poduke Emporium” of the Periplus 

and Ptolemy. Excavations have revealed Roman amphorae, Arretine ware, glassware, beads, 

and coins, indicating sustained trade with the Roman world from the 2nd century BCE to the 

8th century CE1926. The site also yielded evidence of local industries, such as bead-making and 

textile dyeing, which catered to both domestic and foreign markets. 

Arikamedu’s archaeological record illustrates the complexity of Indo-Roman trade, with 

imports of wine, glass, and luxury goods, and exports of pepper, muslin, gems, and beads1926. 

The presence of Roman coins and pottery in the region underscores the integration of South 

India into the Mediterranean economic sphere30. 
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V. Commodities and Trade Goods 

A. Major Exports 

India’s exports were renowned for their diversity and quality, including: 

 Spices: Pepper, cardamom, cinnamon, ginger, and turmeric were highly prized in the 

Roman, Persian, and Chinese markets. 

 Textiles: Cotton and silk fabrics from regions like Bengal, Gujarat, and Tamil Nadu 

were legendary for their craftsmanship. 

 Gems and Precious Stones: Diamonds, rubies, sapphires, pearls, and lapis lazuli 

adorned the treasuries of foreign elites48. 

 Ivory and Exotic Goods: Ivory carvings, tortoise shell, sandalwood, and perfumes 

were sought after in the Mediterranean and East Asia. 

 Metals: Wootz steel, gold, and copper were exported for use in weaponry and luxury 

items. 

 Agricultural Products: Rice, wheat, sugar, and indigo were also significant exports. 

B. Major Imports 

India imported: 

 Gold and Silver: Roman coins and bullion were imported in exchange for luxury 

goods, leading to a favourable balance of trade. 

 Wine and Olive Oil: Mediterranean wines and oils were consumed by the elite and 

used in religious rituals. 

 Horses: Central Asian and Arabian horses were essential for warfare and ceremonial 

purposes. 

 Glassware and Luxury Items: Roman glass, coral, and fine ceramics were imported 

for use by the upper classes. 

VI. Economic Institutions and Merchant Communities 

A. Monetisation and Numismatic Evidence 

The introduction of coinage revolutionised trade in ancient India. Punch-marked coins, issued 

by merchant guilds and later by states, facilitated commercial transactions and tax collection317. 

The widespread use of coins, including Indo-Greek, Kushan, Satavahana, and Roman issues, 

reflects the integration of India into global economic networks. 

Numismatic evidence, such as coin hoards and inscriptions, provides insights into trade 

patterns, political sovereignty, and economic prosperity31. The presence of Roman coins in 
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South India, often found in hoards or as ritual offerings, attests to the scale of Indo-Roman 

trade. 

B. Merchant Guilds and Institutions 

Merchant guilds (shrenis), such as the Manigramam, Nanadesis, and Chettiars, played a central 

role in regulating trade, ensuring quality, setting prices, and providing mutual aid156. These 

guilds acted as economic and financial institutions, offering loans, issuing coins, and even 

maintaining militias to protect trade routes. The autonomy and wealth of guilds made them 

influential agents in local governance and cultural patronage32. 

The concept of hundi—an early form of credit instrument—enabled safe and efficient money 

transfers across regions, functioning as a precursor to modern banking systems. The use of 

negotiable instruments and the development of indigenous banking practices facilitated the 

expansion of trade and reduced the risks associated with long-distance commerce33. 

C. State Regulation and Revenue 

The Mauryan and Gupta empires established sophisticated systems of state regulation, with 

officials overseeing trade, collecting customs duties, and maintaining infrastructure such as 

roads and ports. The Arthashastra details policies on taxation, market regulation, and the 

punishment of fraud, reflecting the importance of trade to state revenue and stability34. 

VII. Cultural and Religious Impacts 

A. Spread of Buddhism and Hinduism 

Foreign trade was a powerful vector for the spread of Indian religions, particularly Buddhism 

and Hinduism, across Asia. Buddhist monks travelled along trade routes, establishing 

monasteries in Central Asia, China, and Southeast Asia, and translating scriptures into local 

languages. The support of merchant guilds and royal patrons facilitated the construction of 

stupas, temples, and educational institutions, such as Nalanda and Vikramashila35. 

The process of Indianization in Southeast Asia involved the adoption of Indian religious 

practices, art, architecture, and literature, as seen in the temples of Angkor Wat and Borobudur, 

and in the adaptation of Sanskrit epics and scripts281330. The mutual influence between Indian 

and foreign cultures led to the development of syncretic traditions, such as the Gandhara school 

of art, which blended Greek and Indian elements36. 

B. Art, Language, and Rituals 

Trade facilitated the exchange of artistic motifs, technologies, and languages. Indian motifs and 

iconography were exported to Southeast Asia and East Africa, while foreign styles influenced 

Indian art and architecture, as seen in the rock-cut caves of Ajanta and Ellora. The spread of 
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Sanskrit and Pali across Asia shaped the development of local languages and scripts, while the 

adaptation of Indian epics and stories enriched the literary traditions of Southeast Asia. 

Rituals and religious practices, such as the use of spices in cuisine and incense in worship, were 

transmitted along trade routes, contributing to the cultural integration of the Indian Ocean 

world37. 

VIII. Political Impacts 

A. State Revenue and Diplomacy 

Foreign trade was a major source of state revenue, funding public works, military campaigns, 

and cultural patronage. The control of key ports and trade routes became a central objective of 

political power, with dynasties such as the Mauryas, Satavahanas, Kushans, and Cholas 

investing in infrastructure and naval power to protect and expand their commercial interests. 

Diplomatic relations were often intertwined with trade, as seen in the exchange of embassies 

between Indian and Roman rulers, and the use of marriage alliances and gift exchanges to 

secure commercial privileges38 

B. Naval Power and Control of Trade 

The rise of powerful navies, particularly under the Cholas, enabled Indian states to project 

power across the Indian Ocean, protect merchant fleets, and dominate regional trade 

networks914. The establishment of ship-repair yards, lighthouses, and fortified ports reflects the 

strategic importance of maritime commerce. 

The competition for control of lucrative trade routes sometimes led to conflict, as seen in the 

Pandya attacks on Muziris and the rivalry between Indian and foreign powers for dominance 

in the Indian Ocean39. 

IX. Archaeological and Literary Evidence 

A. Archaeological Material Culture 

Excavations at sites such as Lothal, Arikamedu, Pattanam, Tamralipti, and Bharuch have 

yielded a wealth of material evidence, including amphorae, ceramics, beads, seals, coins, and 

shipwrecks. The presence of foreign pottery, coins, and luxury goods attests to the intensity 

and diversity of India’s trade connections. 

Ship motifs on coins, paintings, and sculptures, as well as the remains of dockyards and 

warehouses, provide insights into the technology and organisation of ancient Indian maritime 

trade. 
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B. Numismatic and Epigraphic Evidence 

Coin hoards, punch-marked coins, and Indo-Roman and Kushan coinage offer datable and 

tangible evidence of trade and political authority . Inscriptions mentioning trade, ports, guilds, 

and merchants, found on stone, copper plates, and seals, illuminate the institutional and social 

dimensions of commerce. 

C. Literary Sources and Travel Accounts 

Ancient texts such as the Periplus of the Erythraean Sea, Pliny’s Natural History, Ptolemy’s 

Geography, the Arthashastra, Sangam literature, and the accounts of Chinese pilgrims (Fa-

Hien, Xuanzang, Yijing) provide detailed descriptions of trade routes, ports, commodities, and 

cultural exchanges. These sources, when corroborated with archaeological and numismatic 

evidence, offer a comprehensive picture of the scope and impact of foreign trade in ancient 

India. 

X. Heritage, Conservation, and Modern Relevance 

A. Site Preservation and Public History 

The conservation of ancient ports and urban centres, such as the Muziris Heritage Project in 

Kerala, reflects a growing recognition of the importance of preserving India’s maritime 

heritage40. Archaeological excavations, museum displays, and heritage tourism initiatives 

contribute to public understanding and appreciation of India’s role in global history. 

B. UNESCO and International Collaboration 

Many sites associated with ancient trade, such as Angkor Wat and Borobudur, have been 

designated UNESCO World Heritage Sites, highlighting the global significance of India’s 

cultural and commercial legacy. Collaborative research and conservation efforts continue to 

uncover new evidence and reinterpret old narratives, ensuring that the story of India’s ancient 

trade networks remains a vibrant field of inquiry. 

C. Enduring Legacies 

The legacy of ancient Indian trade endures in the continued importance of maritime commerce, 

the persistence of merchant communities, and the shared cultural practices across the Indian 

Ocean world41. The study of ancient trade networks offers valuable lessons for contemporary 

economic integration, cultural diplomacy, and heritage conservation. 

Conclusion 

Foreign trade was a transformative force in ancient Indian society, shaping its economy, culture, 

religion, and political structures. Through a complex web of overland and maritime routes, 

India connected with civilisations across Asia, Africa, and Europe, exchanging goods, ideas, 
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and technologies. The impact of these interactions is evident in the prosperity of urban centres, 

the diffusion of religions and artistic styles, the emergence of powerful merchant guilds, and 

the rise of states that derived their wealth and authority from commerce. Archaeological, 

numismatic, epigraphic, and literary evidence together paint a picture of a dynamic and 

interconnected world, in which India played a central and enduring role. The legacy of ancient 

Indian trade continues to inspire scholarship, conservation, and public engagement, reminding 

us of the profound ways in which commerce can shape the destiny of civilisations. 
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