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Abstract

In this maritime history study, the Indian Ocean refers to a holistic region where cross-
cultural trade routes have been woven into a vast network. Far from being a single unit, the
Indian Ocean has been, since the dawn of history, characteristic of a commercial hub
attracting mercantile impetus from remote to adjacent oceanfront communities. We can see
the rise of sea and land trade, multiregional merchants, vaisyavarna class in the ancient
South Indian society, trade organizations, the eventual emergence of the private traders who
acted as entrepreneurs, merchants, and artisans, local, and trans-merchant guilds, together
with other professional associations, and other influential players such as the Chinese and the
Arabic Muslim merchants in this area. The evolution from the first to the fourteenth centuries
administered confirmation to the established system of Asian trade network in the pre-colonial

period.

In this respect, covering the East African coast, the Indian Ocean, the Gulf of Bengal,
territorial waters of Southeast Asia, and the South China Sea, the specific Indian Ocean
cannot be considered as a single unit so the Indian Ocean trade, which does not existed as a
unity, cannot be studied as a separate entity. Highlighted are cross-cultural maritime
activities, which were widely credited for promoting a commercial link between a littoral and
its hinterland. The trade increase in one seaboard was proportional to the economic growth
of its inland communities and closely related to that of other coastal areas. Although seeming
to pivot only around the Indian Peninsula, the Indian Ocean made its voyages and landed
ashore on different geographical zones with different identities dictated by its interaction with
many groups of people such as the Persian and the Arabs in the West and the Chinese and
the Malays in the East. Far beyond its border, the Indian Ocean also connected new
maritime ventures with peoples in the Gulf of Persia, along Africa’s Swahili coast, and on
offshore islands. Dhow and junk or jong were used for navigation and transportation. In the
mean time, many contrasting aspects occurred; for example, navigation and transportation in
the West dhow was used instead of junk or jong like in the East. Furthermore, sailors along

the Malay Peninsula differed from mariners in the Indian maritime world.
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The vast trading network along the Indian Ocean and the motion of multicultural
merchants are the major issues of trade and power in the Indian Ocean that this research
aims to puzzle out. The reaction of trade and the power of the related groups, their
commercial connections, their interregional interactions, the existing navigational and trade
links are the evidences that this study can prove that the system of Asian trade network have
been existed prior to the arrival of the Europeans in the Indian Ocean region in the late

fifteenth century.

In fact, with possession of comprehensive naval knowledge -be it oceanography,
navigation, or shipbuilding-residents along the Indian Ocean have incessantly treated the
ocean as the platform of trans-cultural intercourse and commerce since the dawn of time.
Although little is known whether they have started the open sea navigation or just played a
part in trade with the merchants from West Asia. However, religious documents as
Kathasaritsadgara and Jatakamala indicate their rudimentary arts of seamanship. At least,
according to the evidence, the ancient open sea routes linking Africa, the Indian Peninsula

and Southeast Asia can be defined as parts of the transoceanic trade network.

In the fifth century, the transoceanic trade network in the region started to diverge
when it was apparent that itinerants from many corners of the world came to the Strait of
Malacca in order to trade with China. The new route was also regarded by the Chinese as a
gateway to maritime ventures with various nations, islanders, and coastline inhabitants along
the South China Sea. China’s southward launch had a significant effect on Asian trade, i.e. in
the eleventh century, China attempted to open direct sea traffic to India, Sri Lanka, other
Western Asian states, and Africa. This endeavor can be seen along the period of Song,

Yuan, and Meng Dynasties through the fifteenth century.

Another critical factor in the trade pattern change was the rise to power of the Persian
and the Arab merchants in Western Asia, particularly, around the seventh and eighth
centuries when Muslim merchants introduced Islam to trading states. Since the seventh
century, Muslims from the Arabian Peninsula gained so much control over the trade that they
could topple the Persian. With freedom of travel, the Arab Muslim merchants succeeded in

throwing bridges between the Eastern African and the Western Indian towns. After that,
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Muslim Gujarati scattered over the Indian Ocean in the fourteenth and fifteenth centuries.
Simultaneously, Baghdad was much frequented by Indian merchants, artisans, and other
professionals, thus confirming the existence and temporal continuity of the direct trade

between India and Western Asia.

In addition, Muslim merchants played an important role in Diasporas communities.
Private Muslim along the fringe of the Indian Ocean formed a maritime network stretching
from the Indian Ocean to Southeast Asia. Cambay became the main seaport of Muslims in
the West whereas Muslim businesspersons settled Calicut, the coast of the Gulf of Bengal,

the Malaya Archipelago, and Southeast Asian islands.

Along the extensive coast line of the Indian Ocean and Southeast Asian seas,
inhabitants-be it islanders, littoral or inland peoples—all shared a meaningful role not only in
trade but also in widening its dimension. From the ninth to the thirteenth centuries, the Tamil
merchants formed their associations by cooperate themselves. At that time, the “Melayu”
merchants in the Malaya Archipelago in Southeast Asia succeeded in empowering
themselves and shipping spices from their trading state to meet the Chinese demand. These
trading states, known as the state of Srivijaya, controlled the Malacca Strait; they

consolidated their leadership for about seven hundred years until the fourteenth century.

Evidence also shows the development of Tamil speaking people on the Coromandel
Coast with tightly knitted culture by means of the Tamil dialect, which represents their social
and cultural identity. As part of the Indian Ocean trade, the Coromandel Coast was a
commercial region well known for established maritime trade, which led to acquired wealth,
the rise of Indian merchants in the vaisyavarna of the ancient Indian caste system, and the
merchant guilds (Sreni) which were the key to pooling resources, opening new markets, and
dictating the trade classification. Among members were foreign traders from different castes
who participated in transoceanic trade operated across the Indian Ocean to Africa and

Southeast Asia.

The larger dimension of the Indian Ocean trade and power control absolutely

influenced the socio-economic aspect. From a local market, the maritime activities have
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transgressed the spatial barrier into the interregional and international arena. Particularly, the
South Indian trade has become the most essential economy followed by agriculture and
crafts, resulting in another urban professional beyond subsistence in coastal ports and other

trade intersections.
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