
 
 

History of Trade and Commerce in India 
Class 12 Notes  

Trade and commerce have been the basic drivers of India's growth and prosperity for thousands of years. 

Right from ancient times, the history of trade and commerce mirrors India's role as a cross-continental 

hub, cutting across ancient civilizations, medieval kingdoms, colonial rule, and modern times. The 

country's strategic position, its predominant natural resources, and many more aspects of history have 

paved the way for its dominance in historical trade routes. The constant evolution of trade practices in 

India has helped determine the economic future of the country, positioning it as one of the world's strongest 

economies today. 

Trade in Ancient India 

Trade in ancient India was essential because of the natural resources of the subcontinent, advanced 

technologies, and the increasing population needed to exchange goods. The history of trade in India traces 

its antecedents back to the Indus Valley Civilization (circa 2500 BCE), where cities like Mohenjo-Daro 

and Harappa in the Indus Valley region developed complex trade networks across the subcontinent as well 

as to Mesopotamia and Central Asia. Archaeological finds such as seals, weights, and merchandise affirm 

trade networks going even beyond the Indian frontier. 

Ancient Trade Routes and Practices 

Overland and maritime trade routes dominated the exchange system in ancient India. Maritime trade was 

vital to the Indus Valley Civilization, characterized by city planning and an elaborate system of drainage, 

with Mesopotamia (modern-day Iraq) via the Persian Gulf. Aryan society, during the Vedic period, had 

emerged by 1500 BCE with cattle as a form of wealth, thereby changing economic practices. Trade 

flourished under barter systems mainly, exchanging such useful items as grains, cotton, textiles, and 

precious stones. 

The third indispensable connection was the Silk Road, which tied together India to Central Asia, China, 

and the Mediterranean world. India as a geography offered the best position for being an intermediary 

between the East and the West. Goods such as spices, jewels, textiles, and metalwork were in high demand 

throughout these regions. Ancient Indian commercemen were experts in covering long distances using 

camels as a primary means of land transportation, and ships for maritime exchange. 

Gold and silver coins reflect the rise of market-based economies in ancient India itself, like Gupta-period 

coins. Indian merchants served a central role within the Mediterranean trade, where even Greek and 

Roman records note Indian connections for trade. 
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Key Commodities Traded in Ancient India 

1. Spices: India’s spice trade, including pepper, cardamom, and cinnamon, was highly lucrative 
and attracted traders from various parts of the world. 
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2. Cotton and Textiles: Ancient India was famous for its fine cotton textiles, which were in high 
demand in Persia, the Roman Empire, and beyond. 

3. Gemstones and Jewels: India’s mines were rich in diamonds, sapphires, rubies, and other 
precious stones, which were traded extensively. 

4. Metals and Minerals: India exported gold, silver, and iron to many ancient civilizations. 

Maurya and Gupta dynasties moved in a golden age for trade. Both encouraged commerce by means of 

tax collection and established roads and markets. The Gupta Empire (circa 320–550 CE) forged trade 

further into the Indian Ocean. This led to trade relations between them with Southeast Asia, Africa, and 

even China. 

Economic and Trade History of India 

The history of trade and commerce in India is closely linked to its economic development from one phase 

to another. From the Ancient and Medieval Periods, Mughal empire to colonial rule, followed by post-

independence, India has witnessed various transformations in the spectrum of trade and commerce. 

Ancient and Medieval Periods (circa 2500 BCE - 1500 CE) 

1. Indus Valley Civilization (circa 2500 BCE - 1500 BCE) 

 The Indus Valley Civilization, one of the world's earliest urban civilizations, engaged in trade 
with Mesopotamia, Egypt, and other regions. 

 Trade items included pottery, textiles, metals, and agricultural products. 
 The Mauryan and Gupta Empires (circa 4th century BCE - 6th century CE): 
 During the Mauryan and Gupta periods, India's economy prospered, with the establishment of 

trade routes and markets. 
 The use of standardized coinage and weights facilitated trade. 
 India's exports included textiles, spices, gems, and iron. 

2. Medieval India and Maritime Trade (circa 600 CE - 1500 CE): 

 India's maritime trade thrived during the medieval period, with Indian merchants sailing to 
Southeast Asia, the Middle East, Africa, and even China. 

 The Chola Dynasty was renowned for its maritime activities and trade connections with 
Southeast Asia. 

 The Indian Ocean trade network connected India with the Arabian Peninsula, East Africa, and 
Southeast Asia, fostering the exchange of goods, cultures, and ideas. 

Islamic and Mughal Periods (12th Century - 18th Century) 

1. Islamic Rule and Trade: 

 The arrival of Islamic rulers and the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate in North India had a 
significant impact on trade. 

 Trade flourished along the Silk Road, connecting India to Central Asia and beyond. 
 The spice trade with Europe and the Middle East gained prominence. 

2. Mughal Empire (16th - 18th centuries): 
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 The Mughal Empire, under emperors like Akbar, promoted trade and commerce. Policies 
encouraged economic growth. 

 Indian textiles, spices, and agricultural products were highly sought after in international 
markets, including Europe. 

3. Colonial Period (17th century - 1947): 

 European colonial powers, including the British East India Company, established trading posts 
and colonies in India. 

 India became a significant supplier of raw materials such as cotton, indigo, and spices to 
European markets. 

 The economic exploitation during this period had lasting effects on India's economy. 

Post-Independence Period (1947 - Present) 

1. Economic Self-Sufficiency: 

After gaining independence in 1947, India focused on economic self-sufficiency and implemented policies 

emphasizing domestic industries and import substitution. 

2. Economic Liberalization (1991 - Present): 

 In 1991, India adopted economic liberalization policies, leading to increased globalization and 
trade liberalization. 

 India's economy has witnessed significant growth and diversification, with key exports including 
information technology services, pharmaceuticals, textiles, and automobiles. 

Modern Era (21st Century) 

India continues to expand its global trade and has become one of the world's fastest-growing major 

economies. The country actively participates in international trade agreements and organizations, 

contributing to global economic development. 

Factors Helping India Become Most Favoured Nation for 
Trade and Commerce 

India's unique position as a historical trade hub can be attributed to several factors that have supported its 

prominence in global commerce. 

Geographical Location 

With a strategic position between the East and the West, India was at the center of trading nations. The 

Indian Ocean represented the primary route for maritime trade as it connected India to Africa, Arabia, 

Southeast Asia, etc. India had an extensive coastline with all major ports-cum-bases such as Mumbai, 

Chennai, and Kolkata-making international trade very convenient. 
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Rich Natural Resources 

India was blessed with copious natural resources, including spices, precious metals, textiles, cotton, and 

minerals. All of these were highly in demand in the international market. Natural resources provided India 

with that extra advantage in world trade during ancient times. This is because these goods were scarce 

everywhere else. 

Skilled Labor Force 

Indian craftsmen and artisans have been supposed to possess the most legendary skill. From woven silk 

and silken fabrics to metalworks, India's labor force has long earned recognition for producing the best-

quality products that are in demand worldwide. The Indian legacy of handlooms and jewelry continues to 

play a role in India's trade economy nowadays. 

Cultural and Historical Connections 

India's long history of trade with other civilizations, including Romans, Persians, and Greeks, helped to 

establish its reputation as a trading nation. Through cultural exchange, Indian arts, literature, religions, 

and philosophies could then spread around the world. Thus, adding another layer to India's international 

ties. 

Economic Liberalization and Globalization 

This boom of trade in India in the 21st century was due to the economic reforms of 1991, opening up its 

markets to the world. The free-market policies of India compelled foreigners to seek investment avenues, 

trading, and access to global markets. 
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History of Trade and Commerce in India FAQs 

What is the significance of trade in ancient India?  

Trade in ancient India played a crucial role in the development of the economy, helping India establish 

itself as a hub for global commerce. India’s maritime and overland trade routes facilitated the exchange 

of goods like spices, textiles, and precious stones with civilizations like Mesopotamia and Rome. 

How did the Mughals impact trade and commerce in India?  
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The Mughal Empire significantly boosted trade through the development of infrastructure such as roads, 

ports, and markets. They expanded India’s trade networks, which helped India become a major player in 

global commerce during the 16th to 18th centuries. 

What led to India’s economic liberalization in 1991?  

India’s economic liberalization in 1991 was a result of financial crisis and foreign exchange shortages, 

prompting the government to open up the economy to global markets. This led to a boost in trade, 

industrial growth, and a thriving services sector, positioning India as a key global player. 

What role did the Silk Road play in ancient Indian trade?  

The Silk Road was one of the most vital trade routes for India, connecting it to Central Asia, China, and 

the Mediterranean. It facilitated the exchange of spices, silks, and gems, making India an integral part of 

global trade networks for centuries. 

What commodities were major exports from India in ancient times?  

India’s major exports in ancient times included spices, cotton textiles, gemstones, precious metals, and 

iron, which were traded across the ancient world from the Mediterranean to Southeast Asia. 
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