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From the Preéhistoric times, India is knowm to have commercial

relatioms with meighbouring and distant comtxries . With the

narch of time commercial activities have seem several kinds of

transformations, modifications and charges in the cqﬁpositinn of

commodities, their volumes and evem their directiors of f18ss8

' witﬁia the country and outside from her ports to their forelands.

This paper has am humble objective to present im succint a con~-

densed picture of changing patterns of commerc ial activities from °

the dim antiquityd to the present day in & bare outline,

HYPOTHESIS : .
I./The patterns of commerc ijal activities im India are an evolu-

beg:”mnings

sul -
tionary'(growth of their unknowm from the mist of

antiquity , pumcutuated by their growing or declingnyg xiedd
Avici.ssitudes o

II, METHODOIOGY ¢

The paper heavily draws UPOR standard written amnals of Indiz ,

including published original papersg ard present-day oObservations
of the authér.

ITII. BXPOSITION :

The Pi'e-Vedic ancient civilisatioms of Harappa, Mohenjodaro im-

cliding Charhu-jadaro & Purjab and ILothal im Gujrat were not
without commercial imtercourse with foreign counwies bef ore
at least 2000 B.C. (Mukerji, 1970.) The former two are aptly

designated as " business civildzatioms # in excelsis. ( Spate,

1954.) Mohenjodaro , the former twim city of the Indian anti-
quity has been iurmised to be a sea=-port on the mouth of the
Indus river,with the inland rivgr port of Harappa omn the Ravi
river,i:g\::i , perhaps, the liom's share of the then Imdism
maritime trade with Mesopotamia and other ports ir the adjacent
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countries, exportigg tegtiles including Sindhu\br Indian ees@h
musling on an extemsive scale . ( Mblzer i, 1970) The rich é,-_jr'aria
society with relatively large number of urbam settlements,
mostly, om river-banks fed the aforesaid trade. It may be con-
jec':bured that the existing towns were inland trade centres ,
catering mostly fm high order goods to the local people and
related trade was vendor-oriented admist self ~sufficient
village communities, Some of the agricultural produce can be
gleared to have outlet to foreigan countries down the navigable -
rivers, servingi'grteries of tramsport and comunication,
throuah the premier port at Mohenjodaro « To sum up,, the export
maritime trade co-existed with the flourishing inland xzxads
commercial aCulVltleS at prosperous trade-Centres. This cannot
be likened to " dendritic trade ™, as defined by Johnson . (197;),
involying migrant traders moving goods out the counwrye.

This was followed by the Vedic culture replac ing the im-
presgive wbam society , supported by active agrariar com-
munities, by patoral soc jety with the destrwtion, rdectim
and, at times, assimilation of the former traits of the mast

givilizatioms., The historidal evidence points to the extention

of commercial activities a iittle south of the -Sapta-Sindhu

(land of sevem rivers) to Xkm some of the nor thern ports of
the Deccam with the southward penetratiorn d the

- Vedic culttre,agd’s far as Bengal in Narth Indias

It may be noted with earnest curiosity that the Panis, trading
community, had been ac_tlve in the expansiom ard extention of
commercial agtivities within the Sapt-Sindhu, resuliing im
phr:xri permanent mcohles to Phoericis and ad jacent region,

( BllimO:rla, 1940.) o Their foreign commercial linmks covered

Egypt the present day Palestine amd Syria, Mediterranean

countries and even the Bri tish Isles. (_IBid.) The growin g
Paze : Tiree.
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range of commodities enmc ompaésed. sandalwood, monkeys, indigp,
indigo-dyed cloth, Imdiam mz_islin,preci_ous stmes, spices,
ivery. apes, pea-cocks, spices, ginger, cdemapom. | Muker §1.
1970, )A n;ajor proportiomn of the exchange of commodities seems
to hawve been mouetized with gold and silver coin age in vogué;,r?
though im minor business transactioms barter obtained » It may:
be noticed that inlard verding consisted o %Mi _"“3 Aatfe‘fs) a
cows, sheep, pearls, ir addition to convemeience goods. It |
may. be illumimating to rote the export and import sla\%e tréde

of males and females with i"oreign countries and'wit;iain the
country;ﬁhad beer prevalent in some form or other from ancient
times ( Shrivastave, 1978.) till its final abolition in the

later half of the 1@th Cent'ury, when emotiamal feelings had
‘been roussd agairst this abominal item of selling their own
kind loudly ard effectively., In brief, it may be said that y
OR vcgmparisfé‘l, the commercial acitities in the Vedic times,
perhaps; did mot mark amy distinct departure from the past |
patterns except in their expansion and enlarg:ement in volumes
~ard magnitudes. ’ A

Coming 8own to the Amcient India im her histarical snmals,
we ha\}e access to an elaborate saga of commercial activities
in Paanvinigs well-krown Sanskrit Grammar. Apart from the com-
mercial scene of the past, speclalised markets and shops known
as apama , seem to'\,_ or‘:blging‘_bed pripr or during Pa{qi’ni's- times, :
(about 500 B.Ce) Cntres ofgBales fa cattle and animals mieht
have beenzex set wide apart from each other as in the case of A
dﬁn'alble goods, Sites fér vemding perishable commodities may
be thogght of as purely local at lomg or short spatial
distaéées; ‘The barter system contiu:gd , coupled with ‘the use
of monetary system as medium of foreign excha_nge_ o The wide
range of articles of foreigg exchange sonsisted of mostly
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durabies such as textiles, skins, hides, leather!\ goods; end
silver, luxury goods, - light in weight amrd high in value,
like Perfumes, salts § chemicals etc, The overland trade within
the country seems to have been well-organised ., Caravans of
more than severdal hundred wagoms of merchandise were well mo-
tected on trade routes byiavahaa or caraval-leaders. (Moti-
chamd, 1974.). This trade system seems to have been equally
‘well oi‘ganised urder skilful - . superintmndence ard vigi-

lant guidance of corporate bodies, known as Sama stanikas,

(trade guilds)

Fixed shops had already sprimg into existekce ., perhaps,
before the days of Pa'nini at least in townships and towas, if
not in villages ( Agrawal, 1941.) amd , possibly i=m the timss
of the Jitakas or stories of Buddha's previcus birchas, Swase
were spe_cialised market-places and shops. With reference to -
the maricét-place at Madurai, the Pandyan capital , it is of
interest to note that it had a well-planned lJay-out with as-
signment of site far each category of article. There was faag
with a specific ezﬁblem , indicatirg the article sold in the
shop. There were day market-places and evening mer ¥k et- plac es.
im Ma’;dunai ', where all articles under the sum were exposed for
sale, ( Perumal, 1970—7‘1.) In other words, there were makket
meetings im the morming as well as in the evening but there
seens Kimk to :be no reference to Periodic Market-Places at
different locations om week days.

- had preceded
The Puranas$ , in some form or other, ~ the Kautiliyan

i 8 .
Arth83shtra im their comilations. ( Smith, 19t4.) « They

D

embody allusioms to the innovative imstitutiong of commercial

activities , mamely , Fair-Centre systen, existing earlier
than the Lth century B.C. Though motivated by beligious

[amon
impiilses and also urge for soc ial gatherings "~ ’21 few selected

&n
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.c¢lans, this new system , occwring annually or ezagsonal Iy
at appomted/chosen centres mostly, has involved sales of
animals and general commodities , perhaps, since its imception,
anlmals

Lagre congregations of men and 77 " - evedd at reldgidus
fair-centres necessitated vending of food-stuffs and materials
for worships of local deities, if not anything else. In a nut-
shell. the system had accreited to itself religio;-commercial &
fur.ctiorial characters .

Turning to ‘the Mauryan estensive empire, spaoning the whole
, of India] from the Himalayas _t: the Cape Camorin and ..
frontiers to Bengal and Assam , fresh elements séem to have
been incorporated irto the ex:Lst:Lng commercial activities.

" Alexander's departure from Smdh,

Caese on the heels of , India had become almost
a well-knit single polit_ical entity, humming with commercial
activites of unpredednted pnature and intensity through-cut it
‘lenghh and breadth, geemingly contemporaranous with the Sangam
age in the south Tamil Iand . The long-distamce overland trade
both in the morth and the south supported by a close network .
of trading routes, interlinked with imrlarnd trade centres , ter-
minated om sea ports., In the morthern Iadiz, the large and
smell rivers shared a part of the overland and , even, mari-
time commerce® toO foreign lands through terminal sea ports .
In the southern Indla artificial caves om four parallel longi- -

tudinal belts , 1nc1ud1ng those ciose to the west sea coast ,

served as supply anrd replenlshing stations of merchandise ,

% Based omn the memory of the contents in No A.K o Shashtri :
The Mauryan Empire.

et
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mowing out of the countrjf° The relative route lihkagés via
caves passed through natural gaps im hills ard the mountzin
range of the Sahyadris out of the country. To sum up, the
former trade routss and inland trade had experdemnced a pheno-
menal development and growth, The maritime trade did mot lag
behind im amy way to match with overland commerce,The meva-
lert well-organised trading corporatiors for orgainising the
space for movemert of COmmércial goods by means of bands of
large czravans and hundred of bullock carté to interior trade
centres and sea ports must have acquired further strengh and
experience in the peaceful reggime of the Mauryén emperors. The
sea-going commerce had their forelands in S.BE, Asia, the Red
Sea, the Bay of Iram , the Mediterraream Sea, par ticularly,
the Romar Empire. The export commodities comprised of textiles,
including fime muslin , durable gcods, spices, iron, sandal
wood and o0il ard in tétu;ézﬁzgeived %kper aps, horses from

Arabia. ( Motichand, 1970; Jataka Tales quoted by Motichand,

19703 Mahaley, 1978; Perumal, » 1970-71.)

To the existing éatterns af kxzdm commercial activities ,
two inmnovatioms seem to have beem added presumably before the
‘ ;naugwation of the mig;hty Mauryan empire, Besidesémhik |
lorngwdistance internal tr:ade, peddling by iadividazl vendors
of goods mostly at large and small tréde centres and also
in villages, mentipned in villages,came into vogue . ( Moti-
chand, 1974, ) Bexiz To this was added local trading in
village fixed (3) shops, resorted to by part-time villare
traders who also engaged in agriculttré as their primaby
vocation of life. ( Kamgle, 2-1.11, 1972.) « The lomg-
distance caravamn trade have been also refefred to esplicitly
in the/zggcs,‘gig,i the Maphebharat and the Ramayan and in a

nunber of Dharmasutra works ( anciemt Iadian religious te sts)
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such as Y;g.nav:lkYQSml‘iti ancl in the earlier work ,, Manusmriti
in additiom to market-places &t certain locatioms, particularly
townships and teths, The caravan trade was under the wway of
xorpor'ations/confederations of ~ . groups of mohils
traders. (’Sagre, 1920) The Mahabharat incorporates specii'i_c' V
references t‘o caravans of thousands of bullocks , under the
leadership of Gomis ( called banjaras by Sapre ) , who hardl;} 4
recognised and éccepted the control of contemporary rulers.

(Ibid.)

The Post-Mauryan(period till the establishment of effectual

Muslim Ruke im India had beem convulsed by chaos and disorder,

caused * by foreign irnvasions of the Sakas , the Hins,
and other tribals, combined by imtermal dissen sions anoRg (|lang
are egpedted to upset the normal commercial opefations, | ,
perhaps, mr_"cicular'ljr7 overland trade and occasionally ’aziver‘sely"
affecting marttime commerce, except with strong pr esumpt ion s |
dm‘mg*the peaceful interludes of the -Gupta Empire ( 320~
416 A.D,) and reign of Harsha ( 606-—61,»7 A.Do )

After repeated expeditioms of the Arabs in Sindh in 636 RA.D.
onwards , the imposﬁi.ion of their rule f'ollowed in their wake

" with a trimnph without success. " This was ,- in its turn,

was followed oyfthe advance and occupation af India by the Tuwrks.

géarly in the 11th Centurv and a series of invasions from with-
out and successful rulers, the diseuptior of the empire and
rise of a number of dynastic relers in the south till the
foundatlon of the Moghul Empire in 15262l<})>qmd large in the
contemporary anrnals of the time,

To the periodic market-plaoe exchange system, manifested“in‘

the occurrence of occasmnal, seasonal and amnual fair-esntres

alluded to above ., seems to have been added the system of
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Weekly Mérket-Places or Fair-centres ( Nanjwmolappa, 1978.),

before the 11th Century at least in the south, The mew system
had beemn beenr sggmingly established before the arrival of the
Turks in North Iﬁdia. It #5ill remains - . =>to date conclu-
sively the origmin of the new periodic marketing system in
India, The periodicity of the new svstem O Commercial activi-
ties isvalmost ubiguitously of weekly interval,i?%e author é
has hit upon a solitary example of a single ’ . : mafket~
place on the Bastar Paateau in the Kanker Eaéin with fort~
nishtly periodicity. ( Tamaskar, 1978, ) There may be wndis-
Aéovered similar homourable exceptioms to the common periodi-
éity of sevem days , holding its own in Indié. The prevalent
system of overland caravan trade was further systamatised and
Bnergised in pronounced degree, with marked camping
stzges at approximate spstizl distances of 24 kms per dav
during the Moghul Rule in India but the new rulers were re-
datively land-bounf in realm of commercial activitieg. ¥With
the advent of the Europeaﬁs , professing declared trading
intentions in India, the country was dotted with wide-spread
branches
trading #actories om the littoral and their ’ inland.
Howe#er, a few variants of the periodic markef-p]gse sy stem
may be exemplified by the specific instamce of Chaul with
seasonX&grketing activities Obsérved in the —onths of Dao i er
January, February and March. ( Ibid., 1986, ) Ir the Medieval
Maharashtra periodic market-places have sought their sites
under the shadows of forts, kmown as Machis im the local
parlance, frother noseworthy interedting feather was

CLhin ollowirg
xmarkaks xmd short-lived $ﬁ;§ ‘9m ~f€- - 7 rthe

- Moghul forces and subsequently also associtated with Maratha

arkets,

armies Oor their march, accompanied by almost en bloc shifts

of mobike professional venddrs from place to place , follow-
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ing closely om the heels of = -+ ~ forces o { IEEQ;) Mo hul
armies haveizggzy and vividly des§ribed as towms on the moye,,
folloed closely by mobile markets, The inception of Muslim
pilgrim.and fair centrs in India camr bg'attributed to ﬁhe
arrivals of folloyers ?f Isiamuand.associated cultural traits
in the coutey. LM{%"L{- Ca’mpt escape the attejtion of
a keeh ibserver the occurrence of fair-centres of other )
religious faiths and sects , includimg those of tribals with
the passagerof time.
The firm political hold of the British Ruele and igposition

of Pax Brittznicz had their visible impact im the phehnﬁmenal

expamsion of imland as well as maritime trade with their
volumes, impelled by modern'sniftumo§ing trangport system o
The over-all caogmercial activitiesfunderwent»chanses in cdm—
modity structure and clso veered xxriﬁelr former directions,
combined with the appearance of new commerial nodes and dis-
' appe ance of oecllne of some 0ld ones of tne Pre-British
Period, The’lntroouctlon of fast—‘g"‘ﬁ traffid on rclLya#a
in India , the_préfalent rrimitive transpart syseeem had
suffered decline , except for short-distance movemenﬁs
apd absence of the former in remote and inaccessible regims,
replaing caravan traee and its ultimate avolitiom in a larre
measure, The'most distincite immovative pétterm of dendritic
commercial acifizities is associated with Rrit ish colomial
rule in India which car hardly remain umnoticed . In thls
system , goods are obtained fbr export, aad a wide vari -ty ©
provisions for urbam populations.ére gathered up in loc-1
or rear rural market—place%ﬁnd movéd to port-cities . On the
other hand , comsumer goods , not produced by peaénat com-
. munities , move from port-cities to local retail mdrket-

Johnso -

places. ( ~ —:, 1976. ) Tfe novel elitic mstitution of
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departmental stores , organised for the sale of a long ranse/

almost all varieties of commodities under a single shade at
metropolitan cemtres such as Calcutta, Bombay, Madrss, etc..
_is a late arrival ir amd accretiom to the commercial ac tivi=-
ries of thé country. Though modernisatiorn and urbamisatioa
had set im wieh the Brith the the Britgsh s‘M{?'. ub ®ediz ,
the periodic market-place excharge system, assocliated with
its characteristic weekly temporal spacimg has mot calymx
maintained its ecomomic health but has gained im vigour and
its mumber of umits, though imdividual omes have suffered
mortality or were held im abeyarce temporn&i@g orn the ecobo-

. . . oo ces
mic lamdscapey Peddling in rural areas , difficlilt of Lo cess

_relatively stable till today. The stability and persistence
of the periodic market-place exchange , irclud ing fair-eatres,
at towns and in exceptiomal case im metropolitan citiesxiAfe
remarkable, except the metropolis of Bombay , with a shadow
area in the immediéte proximate region. However, it may be
noted daily market-%sces in towas and cities witmess marked
peaks of marketing activies either in the morning a , parti-
cularly, irn the evening. Even the oeriodic market-plae ex-
cange can make and has made its appeararce ia some form or
other to supplement commercial activities to £il1 im their
gxisting or fel%§2§?%?alt some Imrdiarn towms shart—ggg“meet~
ings either imn the morming or evening are cilled Guyjaris
imn Maharashtra which are of significant interest .

The accelefated pace of industrialisatiom: on the attain-

ment of indendence in India after 19%7 gave birth to a

few entirely rew pattems of commercial activities im the
temporary ' ,
form of /wage-day market-places OR week=ends , c©lose €0

dam comstruction sites anrd also pay-day market-places outside

by vehicular traffic, and hawking in towms and cities have rc e,

Loy
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market-places , particularly, remote from anf uban settle-
mert, The urbamisatiom has led to the growth and development
& § ' Central ' Shopping Centres =im large twams and cities
and 1 Neighbourhood €entres ! is suburbs , multiplication of
departmental stores, wholesalipg énntres with srecific
locations ard specialiszatiomn of imrdivideal ciategories of
sale commodities and the latest appearance of ' Super-
markets * , ! Hyper-markets ' and their variants for the con-
venience of cumstors to enable them shopping of &1l varieties
of goods , required by them , under a simgle roof , Apart
from them , showrooms for machinery, tools and wvehicle s,
retail shops of factory goods , tegtiles im particular, and
others, agencies of manufacturers are outstandingly new
features of commercial activities on Indian town-scapes.
Hawking and peddling , undoubtedly, have been rurther stren-
gehened . Hawkers and temporary stalls have resulted in

' almosﬁ disappearance of foot—ﬁ?hs for pedestrians in cities
with the resultant traffic congestions on roads . The door
to door sale of consumer and other goods , . wtan version
of v peddling in rural areas , is visibly on the increz se,
Other noticeable features of recznt growth are industrial
fairs and exhibitions in big cities as well as acasional /
festival attractive disount£§alesc§;ozarge wban ceatres ,
and, at times , clearance'sales with almost throw-away
prices,

Iv. CONC LUSION :

In conclgsion, it has to be maimtaired with confideﬁce that
the Id‘lgmz‘y‘l'):%;\'sposred in the begimning , is amply tested and
stands fully veriféed . Further, it may be observed that the
slow and steady accretime process to the existing mtterns of

commercial activities , exceptm for the complete reversal of

o
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colonial derdritic commercial activities in the period of
rational independence and projected self-reliante as far as
feasible, hage ended up with an impressive multiplicity of

graov ing patterms of commercial activities . Im ot her words,'f"

simple stnucture of copmercial activities, dating back to the

£

Proto-History of India, has been remarkably diversified ,
compleniedly .
attaining . of unprecedented degree and character , not known
A heen ’

to the past , and some of old forms nave shed to assume soee

sophiticated modern garbs today.
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