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INTRODUCTION 

The Indian Ocean is with the Mediterranean, the Atlantic, and more re-
cently the Pacific one of the main oceanic fields of history. Its literature goes back 
fifty years and has produced a great deal of debate and disagreement, especially on 
the role played by European powers after 1500. This article considers the Indian 
Ocean in the eighteenth century, a period that is classically seen as a moment of 
profound transition for the Ocean as an economic system. Until recently, historians 
agreed that the 1750s represented a shift from an Indian Ocean world that—not-
withstanding a long European presence—remained quintessentially Asian, to one 
that became colonial and came under the control of European empires, the most 
prominent of which was the British.

This paper takes a different perspective, one that is less dominated by the 
political trajectory of India and instead focuses on the Indian Ocean as a space of 
trade and production. Of course trade involves the exchange of knowledge, ideas, 
and values—as well as the movement of people—as much as the exchange of goods. 
Nevertheless, economic historians were among the first to use the “Indian Ocean” 
as a methodological and geographical perspective and their conceptualization is still 
extremely influential in the way in which the Indian Ocean is adopted in the research 
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of historians of culture, environment, or empire. From an economic perspective, the 
eighteenth century was a period characterized by profound continuities, starting 
with the expansion of trade in the late seventeenth century and concluding with 
the creation of a European colonial system, as well as a Europe-centered global 
economy, but in the early nineteenth century rather than the mid-eighteenth. 

We start by charting the Indian Ocean in time and focus both on the longue 
durée and specifically on the eighteenth century. We then move to a critical assess-
ment of the space of the Indian Ocean and consider how the Ocean fits within a 
global history agenda for the eighteenth century. Finally, we consider the Indian 
Ocean in relation to the scholarship on other oceans and especially the Atlantic 
world. Our paper attempts to respond to Kären Wigen’s critique of the study of 
oceans which, she writes, remains “a burgeoning but fragmented body of work.”1 
One of the challenges for Indian Ocean scholars is that of forming closer links and 
collaborations with scholars working on the Atlantic, the Mediterranean, and the 
Pacific. 

TIME AND THE INDIAN OCEAN 

Time and space are intimately connected in the study of the Indian Ocean. 
Although this may be a surprising statement, given the influence of Fernand Brau-
del’s emphasis on the longue durée, even a cursory glance at classic works such as K. 
N. Chaudhuri’s Trade and Civilisation in the Indian Ocean reveals that periodiza-
tion is an essential element of writings on the Indian Ocean.2 The reasons for this 
are complex—it may have to do with the unforgivingness of Braudel’s structural 
vision which is difficult for other historians to replicate or it may have to do with 
the deep-seated impulse of historians to periodize. 

The Indian Ocean, like the Mediterranean but unlike the Atlantic or Pacific, 
has a dense history of connections dating back to ancient times. The task of Indian 
Oceanists is, therefore, made more complex because of this longer time frame. 
Historians of the Indian Ocean conventionally divide the history of the ocean into 
four periods: the ancient, the “Islamic” (hence the phrase in the subtitle of K. N. 
Chaudhuri’s classic book, “from the rise of Islam”), the early modern which is 
characterized by the entry of Europeans, and the period of European domination 
and empire from the mid-eighteenth century onward. 

While historians now reject the claim that the arrival of the Portuguese 
marked a decisive break with what came before, the activities of Europeans continue 
to be privileged in Indian Ocean studies. The argument for continuity pre- and 
post-1500 has been made forcefully by a number of historians, including Ashin 
Das Gupta, Michael Pearson, and more recently Sebastian Prange, who questions 
one of the great shibboleths of Indian Ocean history, that the Portuguese brought 
a new kind of force and violence.3 Similarly, compelling arguments have been 
made for the vitality of Asian traders well into the nineteenth century. Neverthe-
less, Edward Alpers’s excellent 2014 overview of the Indian Ocean literature still 
maintains the established periodization by dividing the long history of the Indian 
Ocean into five periods: the ancient, the Islamic, the European, the long nineteenth 
century, and the twentieth century.4 
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The bulk of scholarship on the Indian Ocean focuses on the early modern 
or European period, which runs from approximately 1500 to the mid-eighteenth 
century. There is a smaller literature on the ancient and Islamic periods, ranging 
from Abdul Sheriff’s Dhow Cultures of the Indian Ocean to Andre Wink’s multi-
volume study of al-Hind, which focuses on the Islamic epoch, to Philippe Beaujard’s 
two-volume work on the Indian Ocean as the core of an Afro-Euroasian world 
system before the sixteenth century.5 Similarly, the writings on the period after 
the mid-eighteenth century are limited, although there are some important works 
by Sugata Bose and Thomas Metcalf.6 However, scholarship on these previously 
neglected periods is growing and for the purposes of this essay some new works 
now provide important details on the late eighteenth and early nineteenth century, 
a period which had formerly been a “blank slate” but was assumed to be one of 
European dominance in the Indian Ocean.7 

The centuries between the entry of Europeans into the Indian Ocean and 
the mid-eighteenth century are divided most typically into Portuguese, Dutch, and 
British periods, as different European “powers” are believed to have been, in suc-
cession, the major actors in the Ocean. The Portuguese ruled the sea in the sixteenth 
century, the Dutch in the seventeenth, concluding with the rise of the British in the 
eighteenth. This is obviously a Eurocentric point of view and emerges in part as a 
consequence of the voluminous records of the East India companies which are the 
major source for reconstruction of economic activity on the Ocean in these centu-
ries.8 This approach, which can be dated to at least K. M. Panikkar and his classic 
study, Asia and Western Dominance, has been subjected to repeated criticisms, but 
the coming of Europeans and their activities continue to give shape to writings on 
the early modern Indian Ocean.9 An alternative tack, taken by Ashin Das Gupta 
and Michael Pearson in an important edited collection, India and the Indian Ocean, 
1500-1800, is to simply divide the history of the early modern Indian Ocean into 
centuries.10 The external marker of the passage of years becomes the instrument of 
periodization. This has the benefit of moving beyond the Eurocentrism of previous 
approaches but while it may be useful for teaching—it is convenient to divide a 
class into chronological units—it is less compelling in historical terms. 

For our purposes, both approaches—the Eurocentric and the chronologi-
cal—see a breaking point in the eighteenth century when it is believed Europeans 
became the dominant force in the Indian Ocean, both politically and economically. 
Therefore, in these approaches the eighteenth century is bifurcated. K. N. Chaud-
huri, for instance, ends his Trade and Civilisation in the mid-eighteenth century 
on the grounds that the rise of British power in Bengal reshaped the whole Indian 
Ocean region. As he writes, “If Asian historians see a kind of chronological unity in 
the period from 650 to 1750, it is perhaps because they are aware of the course of 
Asian history during the two centuries from 1757 to 1947.”11 While it is critical not 
to minimize the importance of the rise of British power in the Indian subcontinent, 
it may not be a marker of dramatic change in the Indian Ocean world. There were 
important continuities to the eighteenth century which persisted despite growing 
British political power in India. These included the pattern of trade within the 
Indian Ocean and between the Indian Ocean and other regions, in particular the 
Atlantic, to which the essay now turns. 
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THE COMMERCIAL WORLD OF THE EIGHTEENTH 
CENTURY 

In a classic essay published in 1987, Ashin Das Gupta, the doyen of Indian 
Ocean studies, argued that “the relative importance of the European factor grew 
considerably during the eighteenth century, and it is a characteristic of the century 
that at its end the Indian Ocean was dominated by the Europeans.”12 The rise of 
Europeans was balanced by a decline in Indian (in particular Gujarati) shipping and 
commerce and Das Gupta declared, “Not only was the European ship dominant 
in the ocean but . . . the Indian ship had sailed into oblivion.”13 These shifts were 
accompanied by other changes including the retreat of Dutch trade, the growing 
prominence of British port cities such as Calcutta and Bombay, and the develop-
ment of a direct trade between India and China. 

The thesis that the eighteenth-century Indian Ocean became Europeanized 
has been influential for several decades and even recently given rise to such state-
ments as: “By the middle of the eighteenth century European demand for Indian 
Ocean products was probably bigger than the total internal trade in the Ocean, 
through this takes no account of inland markets.”14 It is impossible to quantify 
the size of the Indian Ocean trade and of its various pieces, but scattered evidence 
suggests that this statement is off the mark.15 However, it appears plausible, given 
the dominance of an interpretive framework which privileges the activities of Eu-
ropeans in the eighteenth-century Indian Ocean. 

In Ashin Das Gupta’s essay, which forcefully makes the argument for the 
dramatic impact of European power, there are signs of dissonance between the 
findings of historians of the terrestrial and the maritime parts of the Indian Ocean 
world. While Asian actors were in retreat on the water, the same could not be said 
for the land and Das Gupta noted that the old certainties of eighteenth-century 
decline in Indonesia, India, and the Arab countries were giving way to new inter-
pretations. “The arithmetic of decay and growth is particularly difficult to work out 
in the Indian subcontinent,” he wrote.16 This rethinking of political and economic 
developments within the Indian subcontinent in the eighteenth century, which began 
in the 1970s with the writings of Frank Perlin, Christopher Bayly and others, is 
now revising understandings of the Ocean as well.17 

This is very evident in a recent collection entitled Britain’s Oceanic Em-
pire in which two authors reject the thesis that Indian traders were supplanted 
by their European counterparts in the eighteenth century. Lakshmi Subramanian 
examines relations between Indian merchants and the English East India Company 
in western India at the end of the century and points to the continued influence 
and power of Indian traders and the “vitality of Indian participation in western 
India’s export trade.”18 Rajat Datta surveys the commercial economy of eastern 
India in the late eighteenth century and concludes that “Indian merchants were 
still a strong presence in the fiscal and commercial environment, with the two great 
staples of eastern India’s traditional commerce—food grains and cotton—still in 
their hands.”19 Although Datta has little to say about Bengali mercantile participa-
tion in the Indian Ocean trade, their powerful position in the regional economy 
would suggest a role in maritime commerce. In addition to these two works, a 
forthcoming study of trade between western India and eastern Africa emphasizes 
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that Gujaratis dominated that circuit of exchange well into the nineteenth century. 
The Gujarati merchants’ knowledge and access to informational networks allowed 
them to outcompete both Portuguese and British traders.20

Given these revisionist findings, in the minds of the present authors it 
makes eminent sense to speak of a long eighteenth century which began in the late 
seventeenth with a boom in cotton textile exports from the Indian subcontinent 
and ended in the early nineteenth with the dramatic drop in that trade.21 This ap-
proach is contrary to long-standing conventional wisdom, which saw the rise of 
British political power in eastern and southern India in the mid-eighteenth century 
as marking a new era in which the English East India Company and British traders 
dominated the commercial world of the Indian Ocean. If we instead adopt an eco-
nomic lens, the trade boom with Europe (known by European historians as “The 
Calico Craze”) from the 1660s and 1670s led to higher levels of production in the 
major cotton centers of the subcontinent, which lasted until the early nineteenth 
century. In this long eighteenth century, new sources of demand in the Atlantic 
world supplemented traditional markets in the Indian Ocean, ranging from West 
Asia to East Africa and Southeast Asia. Taken together, it is clear that the textile 
trade of the Indian Ocean continued to operate at a high pitch in this period.22 

The other side of the trade in cottons was a trade in silver, the dynamics of 
which also united the long eighteenth century into a single period. Silver was needed 
for the purchase of Indian cotton textiles and substantial quantities of silver flowed 
into the Indian subcontinent. It was an exchange of “bullion for goods” in Om 
Prakash’s pithy phrasing.23 According to one estimate, between 1600 and 1800 the 
region absorbed twenty percent of the world’s precious metal production.24 Figures 
compiled by Artur Attman show that from the late seventeenth century very large 
quantities of silver entered the Indian Ocean trading system, with the European East 
India companies accounting for a large fraction of the precious metal trade. This 
point will not be elaborated upon in this paper, but it makes sense that this was 
the case, given that large quantities of cotton cloth from India were being sent to 
Europe and the Atlantic world. While the European East India companies carried 
more silver, a significant quantity of the metal continued to enter the trading world 
of the Indian Ocean through the Ottoman Empire and Iran as well as Central Asia 
and was likewise used for the purchase of Indian cottons. Therefore, the influx of 
American silver into the global economy of the eighteenth century, by boosting 
exports from the Ottoman Empire, Iran, and Central Asia, which were paid for 
with bullion, increased the purchasing power of these regions.25 

The inflow of bullion set off a commercial boom in the Indian Ocean 
trading system. From the late seventeenth century, there was a steady growth of 
economic activity across the regions that bordered that sea. Not surprisingly, the 
Indian subcontinent itself, where much of the silver settled and was subsequently 
coined, experienced a far-reaching monetization. The expansion of money use, 
the growth in markets, and the growing power of commercial groups are some of 
the changes that historians of eighteenth-century South Asia have traced. These 
changes had their antecedents in the seventeenth century, but in the eighteenth they 
intensified and expanded in scale. Therefore, the maritime trade of the Indian Ocean 
was complemented by trade on the lands that lay adjacent to that body of water.26 
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The production of goods intended for oceanic trade also led to a quickening 
of land-based commerce. In the case of cotton textiles, although much of the cloth 
that entered the exchange networks of the Indian Ocean was woven and finished 
(bleached, dyed, printed, or painted) in coastal regions of the Indian subcontinent, 
the cotton itself was often grown deep in the interior where soils were more ap-
propriate for the cultivation of the plant. Much spinning of yarn was concentrated 
in the cotton-growing regions of the interior as well. By the eighteenth century 
cotton and yarn were transported on a large scale to coastal weaving centers and 
were likely to have been the largest bulk trades of the subcontinent.27 The growth 
in maritime commerce had a commensurate impact on the land-based economy. A 
focus on the Indian Ocean should not lead to a neglect of terrestrial developments, 
which were often critical to the vibrancy of life on the water.28 

The expansion of the maritime economy of the Indian Ocean should not 
obscure the continuing vitality of trade on land in other regions as well. The East 
India companies, as Niels Steensgaard has argued, may have reduced the caravan 
trade in the seventeenth century, although a number of authors critize this asser-
tion.29 Nevertheless, the infusion of American silver into the global economy of the 
eighteenth century appears to have stimulated other land routes. One of the most 
notable connected the Punjab in northwestern India with Central Asia and even 
further north into Russia. The commercial expansion of the eighteenth century 
stimulated economic growth in the Arab territories of the Ottoman Empire as well. 
One sign of this was the expansion of several urban areas. André Raymond reports 
that the built-up areas of a number of cities in the Arab provinces of the empire 
grew by about fifty percent between the early sixteenth and nineteenth centuries. 
Damascus, for instance, encompassed an area of 212 hectares at the beginning of 
the sixteenth century but 313 hectares in the mid-nineteenth. A similar transforma-
tion took place in Cairo.30 

Such urban expansion was propelled by a number of factors, such as the 
growth of the haj, but the expansion of commerce was a critical contributor, made 
possible by Ottoman sovereignty. As Raymond writes:

The establishment of an immense Mediterranean empire . . . created an 
enormous market where both individuals and products could circulate 
freely from the frontiers of Morocco to those of Iran, from the steppes of 
southern Russia to Abyssinia. The centers located on the main commer-
cial routes (which was the case of most of the big Arab cities) could only 
benefit from the activity of these interior currents, which would remain 
dominant up until the eighteenth century. The vitality of Oriental trade 
was not really interrupted by the entry of Europeans into the Indian 
Ocean, and the appearance of a new product such as coffee afterward 
gave it an enormous expansion.31 

The Arab lands became corridors for the transfer of goods between the Mediter-
ranean Sea and Indian Ocean. The expansion of Cairo, as well as other changes in 
the political economy of the city such as the decline in weaver wealth and income, 
was a result of its key position between the Red and Mediterranean seas. In the 
eighteenth century the city’s weavers were squeezed between rising cotton prices, 
driven up by European demand, and stable cloth prices, set by the sizable imports 
of Indian cottons.32 Further east, the caravan trade through Mesopotamia, which 
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carried large quantities of Indian textiles, connected Persian Gulf ports with centers 
of demand which lay to the north.33 

This extension of the ocean onto the land had important political conse-
quences in the eighteenth century, which is another marker of the period. In the 
Indian subcontinent the commercialization of economic life, which began in the late 
sixteenth century and picked up pace from the late seventeenth, undermined the 
political and economic conditions that had made Mughal rule possible over large 
stretches of northern India. Older interpretations of Mughal decline saw the end of 
the empire as resulting in eighteenth-century disorder and chaos. In Irfan Habib’s 
famous words, “In the period that followed [the decline of the empire] the gates 
were opened to anarchy and colonial conquest.”34 More recent interpretations see 
continuities from the seventeenth to the eighteenth centuries as the Mughal state was 
displaced from below as local power holders amassed greater resources with which 
they resisted imperial demands and undermined imperial legitimacy.35 The great 
commercialization of the Indian Ocean world, on both sea and land, contributed 
to this consolidation of wealth in the lower rungs of the political order. A similar 
process of change has been identified in the Arab provinces of the Ottoman Empire. 
The weakening of the power of the Ottoman state over these regions is no longer 
seen as a marker of decline, but of growing power from below. In the Ottoman 
case, these local elites, ayans, accumulated more power and more resources and 
achieved greater autonomy. Their expanded wealth drew in part on the vibrant 
commercial world that the Indian Ocean made possible.36 

Thus, the long eighteenth century in the Indian Ocean began in the clos-
ing decades of the seventeenth with expanded exports of cottons and imports of 
silver. It concluded in the nineteenth century when flows of silver into the Indian 
Ocean world came to an end and when the export of cotton cloth was reduced to 
a trickle.37 By around 1810, British cottons displaced Indian in the major markets 
of the Ottoman Empire. Christophe Aubin—an agent for a Glasgow cotton manu-
facturer who traveled through Ottoman territories to collect information on cloth 
consumption—discovered that Indian goods had been preferred till recently when 
they were replaced by less expensive British imitations.38 Around the same time, 
the purchases of the East India companies in India ground to a halt. The English 
East India Company, for example, closed its factories in South India by 1816 and 
1817. A long trade boom in the Indian Ocean world thus began to contract. It 
would revive later in the nineteenth century but along very different lines.39 

SPACE AND THE INDIAN OCEAN

Himanshu Prabha Ray and Edward Alpers observe that in the trading 
world of the Indian Ocean “the complex connections built through the media-
tion of the sea remain to be articulated both spatially and chronologically.”40 The 
chronology of the Indian Ocean cannot be separated from changing interpretations 
of its geography. As is the case with time, space is not a neutral category when 
we consider the boundaries and internal workings of the Indian Ocean. Broadly 
speaking, three different views of the “space of the Indian Ocean” can be found in 
the literature: first, one that sees the Ocean as a system, whose parts and internal 
logics changed over time; second, one that conceptualizes the Indian Ocean as a 
network for the movement of people, commodities, and ideas; and finally a per-
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spective that sees the Indian Ocean as a space made of individual places and their 
relationships and connections. 

It has become almost second nature for historians of the Indian Ocean to 
interpret it as a system formed of different parts. Partly because of regional spe-
cializations, the Indian Ocean has often been divided into smaller areas. The most 
common is a tripartite division into the Chinese Sea, the eastern Indian Ocean, 
and the western Indian Ocean, the latter at times further divided into the Persian 
Gulf and the Red Sea. While the division of the Indian Ocean into its eastern and 
western wings is perhaps unavoidable given the nature of much archival-based 
historical scholarship which leads to delineations of smaller units and regions, it is 
also consistent with much of the trade in the Ocean, which, because of the nature of 
monsoon winds, generally remained localized in one or the other of the two wings. 

Historians’ focus on the different areas of the Indian Oceans has varied 
according to the period considered. Whilst the Chinese sea has been examined 
across the divide represented by the entry of Europeans around 1500, the eastern 
Indian Ocean has been seen as key to sixteenth- and early seventeenth-century 
trade, especially as it was structured first by the Portuguese and then the Dutch. 
Although the literature on the western Indian Ocean is not as developed as that 
for other areas, the focus thus far has been either on the period before 1500 or the 
era that we have defined as the long eighteenth century. It was in the latter period 
that the Indian Ocean system reached its peak in terms of its extent (on both sea 
and land), of its connections, and of their intensity.

Yet research remains uneven. Until recently, for instance, East Africa was 
sidelined from the Indian Ocean world. The above-mentioned articulation into 
smaller areas suggested that in the eighteenth century Africa was touched by Asian 
trade and exchange but was not central to it. A new series of studies, most notably 
by Edward Alpers, Gwyn Campbell, and Pedro Machado, has challenged this inter-
pretation and has pointed to the importance of East Africa beyond its contribution 
to the Red Sea trade, which has been more studied.41 Malindi, Mombasa, and indeed 
Madagascar, the Comores, Mauritius, and Reunion formed an important part of 
the Indian Ocean trading system in the eighteenth century. African consumers, it 
has been argued, did not sit at the periphery of the Indian Ocean trade or at ports 
of call for Europeans on their way back to Lisbon, Lorient, Amsterdam, or London. 
African tastes and preferences, as highlighted by Machado for the long eighteenth 
century and Jeremy Prestholdt for the nineteenth century, shaped the production of 
commodities in places like western India. These goods were consumed far beyond 
the ports of East Africa.42 Through inland trade routes, goods from the trading 
world of the Indian Ocean were dispersed across sub-Saharan Africa, reaching as 
far as the Atlantic coast. The need to bring Africa into the picture has led Michael 
Pearson to suggest that the Indian Ocean be renamed “the Afrasian Sea.”43

At the other side of the Indian Ocean, research on Southeast Asia has been 
booming for the past twenty-five years, producing major pieces of scholarship such 
as Anthony Reid’s and Victor Lieberman’s multi-volume works.44 One might say 
that the issue with Southeast Asian scholarship has been its potential to form its 
own distinct “area study” characterized by a research agenda that attempts to link 
the Indian Ocean, the Pacific, and the China Sea. As a consequence, scholarship 
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on eighteenth-century Southeast Asia is less linked to the Indian Ocean than that 
on the seventeenth century, which was the heyday of the spice trade. 

The challenging of the spatial contours of the Indian Ocean and its articu-
lation as a system has led to a further rethinking of its connection with terrestrial 
spaces. The previous sections of this paper discussed the centrality of the land-sea 
connections in the Indian subcontinent and the Arab provinces of the Ottoman 
Empire. We may broaden this interconnection of sea and land to include large 
parts of sub-Saharan Africa, as well as Central Asia and mainland Southeast Asia. 
The integration of land and sea spaces has been particularly evident in the work 
of historians considering diasporic communities in the seventeenth and eighteenth 
centuries. Stephen Frederic Dale, for instance, has studied Indian merchant com-
munities in Iran, Turan, and Russia in the seventeenth and the first half of the 
eighteenth century; Sebouh David Aslanian has recently considered the global 
trade networks of Armenian merchants from New Julfa; and Rene Barendse has 
shown the overlap and intersections between land and sea trade in the Red Sea 
area.45 Whilst our focus is on the world of trade and commercial activities, it must 
be underlined that the same permeability of land and sea can be seen with respect 
to cultural productions, religion, language, and ideas.46 

These and other recent works seem to escape a strictly maritime definition 
of the Indian Ocean and adopt instead a network perspective. They support Nile 
Green’s observation that the maritime world model “not only has the danger of 
delimiting the scale and scope of interaction, but it also lacks analytical value for 
explaining many of the processes that occur in the space it demarcates.”47 Mov-
ing away from either Braudelian or Wallerstenian spatial frameworks, in the past 
few decades historians have re-conceptualized the vast, amorphous, and changing 
space of the Indian Ocean by drawing on the notion of networks, whether social, 
economic, or cultural. Some scholars go back to the classic tripartite division of the 
Indian Ocean and point to the existence of “interlocking circuits of commerce.”48 
Others instead prefer to see the Indian Ocean not as formed by regions but by 
connections created across nodes, ports, and entrepôts. In methodological terms, 
this entails a rejection of “natural” spatial categories, such as the boundaries of 
the ocean itself, and their replacement by fluid spaces that change over time and 
are defined by networks that constantly re-articulate space.49 

This modification of spatial perspective—or perhaps more accurately the 
very notion of space embodied by the Indian Ocean—has also changed historians’ 
research agendas, especially for the eighteenth century. Networks point to the im-
portance of information and communication over long distance, to interconnections, 
and the role of institutions.50 Networks are sustained not only by communities, 
but also by brokers and “go-betweens.”51 Such brokers in the Indian Ocean were 
critical for exchanges of knowledge, not just of goods and people, but also of sci-
ence, technology, and more widely religious and cultural ideas, and retained this 
function long after the beginning of European influence in the Subcontinent and 
across the Indian Ocean.52 A more qualitative perspective has emerged, one that, 
as Philippe Beaujard observes, addresses not just the size of the network but also 
“the regularity, intensity and speed of the exchanges that resulted.”53

One of the major contributions to a network perspective of the Indian 
Ocean comes from the study of commodities, each of which connects different 
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places in the Ocean through what we might define as “vectors of exchange” and 
embodies a specific set of geographies. In the period from the fourteenth to the 
eighteenth century, the Indian Ocean trade ran primarily from north to south with 
China and India producing manufactured goods to be sold in East Africa and South-
east Asia while raw materials, slaves, spices, ivory, and gold moved in the opposite 
direction. These patterns began to change from the late eighteenth century with 
the expansion of the production of raw cotton, indigo, and sugar in India, coffee 
in Southeast Asia, and tea in China, which led to the expansion of an east-west 
trade. This was a trade heavily influenced by European and Atlantic demand, but 
its chronology of change did not conform to the classic mid-eighteenth-century 
watershed. The cultivation and trade of raw materials and produce came into being 
slowly; not until the nineteenth century did this new trading structure cement a 
new relationship between international commerce, production in the littoral areas 
of Asia, and colonial power.54

Networks have also led to a renewed interest in the role of cities as nodes 
of exchange. This draws on an expanding literature on global cities as places that 
are able to attract capital, entrepreneurial elites, and coordinate international flows 
of goods, people, and ideas. Key to the articulation of the Indian Ocean were in 
particular the many “factories”—ports that coordinated the procurement of mer-
chandise—either controlled or settled by the European trading companies. Their 
importance, however, lies not only in the European presence but also in their cosmo-
politanism. A city like Jakarta, controlled by the Dutch East India Company, had in 
1763 just 2000 Dutch settlers and 726 Eurasian, compared to 3000 Chinese, over 
500 “black Portuguese,” 3000 inhabitants of Malay background, and more than 
13,000 slaves. Around 1700 the important port of Surat had a fleet of more than 
a hundred vessels of two to three hundred tons, but Europeans accounted for no 
more than ten percent of the city’s estimated annual trade worth 16 million rupees.55

The nature, composition, everyday life, and strategic economic role of 
cities like Surat, Batavia, Madras, Hormuz, or Macao, as well as their changing 
interactions form a new area of study that addresses the relationship between the 
local and the global. Historians of the Indian Ocean have developed a nuanced 
notion of “place” to complement that of “space.” Particularly relevant for recent 
studies of the eighteenth-century Indian Ocean has been the idea of looking at the 
ocean from the perspective of a specific place within it. In the 1950s and 1960s 
one of the achievements of Indian Ocean scholarship was to challenge a view of 
the Ocean “from the deck of a ship.” This was how J.C. van Leur characterized 
scholarship that treated the Indian Ocean as a sidebar to the story of European 
expansion.56 The establishment of a distinct Indian Ocean historiography, however, 
produced the opposite effect: in the attempt to emphasize the agency of Asians and 
the identity of the Indian Ocean as a distinct unit, not enough care was taken to 
highlight contrasting views, different interests, and the nature of locales. Recent 
work by Ghulam Nadri, for instance, challenges this perspective allowing for a 
better articulation of the space of the Indian Ocean, starting from a single region 
and then expanding to a consideration of the Indian Ocean as a system.57 This al-
lows the balancing of local and global perspectives as well as for the integration of 
local history, archaeological findings, and anthropological methods into the study 
of the Indian Ocean.58 
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Whatever definition or perspective we adopt on the Indian Ocean, its 
geography came to change in the course of the early modern period. If in the six-
teenth and early seventeenth century, especially under the influence and presence 
of the Portuguese and later the Dutch, the Red Sea and Southeast Asia had been 
instrumental in carrying the trade within the Ocean and between the Indian Ocean 
and Europe, by the late seventeenth century the picture had substantially altered. 
The English East India Company had invested heavily in India and developed a 
thriving trade in Gujarat and the Coromandel Coast. Bengal was fast emerging as 
an important area of trade not just for the English company but also the Dutch. At 
the turn of the eighteenth century, Bengal accounted for as much as forty percent 
of the total exports from Asia for these two European companies.59 Yet if we move 
from a regional perspective to an oceanic or global one, the long eighteenth century 
seems to be particularly stable, especially compared to the extensive reconfigura-
tion of the Indian economy and the Indian Ocean system which took place in the 
nineteenth century.60

THE INDIAN OCEAN IN A GLOBAL FRAME 

What happens if we move away from considering the Indian Ocean as a 
separate system and instead view it as a part of a global story? This is not necessar-
ily a novel perspective, but one that has been critically assessed by historians of the 
British Empire. As Bowen, Mancke, and Reid have observed, British imperial history 
created a divide between the Atlantic and Indian Oceans. The different structures of 
British commercial activity and the divergent trajectories of British political power 
in the two oceans seemed to disconnect them from each other. Eighteenth-century 
commentators saw the “imperial project” as something scattered, haphazard, 
and rather chaotic. Actions and processes—especially in the Americas and Asia—
seemed to follow different logics rather than being part of one intertwined whole. 
Historians added a series of marked contrasts and oppositions between the settler 
societies of neo-Europeans in the Americas and the commercial entrepôts of Asia 
and between the free trade of the Atlantic and the company-dominated context of 
the Indian Ocean.61 This is, of course, a British metropolitan perspective, which 
privileges the views and programmatic intentions of economic and political interests 
based in Europe. Nevertheless, it is symptomatic of the separation of the Atlantic 
and Indian oceans in historical scholarship. 

We have seen that well before the formalization of European empires in 
Asia, Atlantic links were absolutely critical to the economic vitality of the Indian 
Ocean world, for without the silver of Potosí and Zacatecas commercial activity 
would have been at a far lower level. The bulk of this silver was carried from the 
Americas to Europe and then made its way to the Indian Ocean via a variety of 
routes. Some was brought directly from northwestern Europe to the Indian Ocean 
by the East India companies. Other routes for silver went by sea and land across 
Europe, Russia, the Ottoman Empire, Iran, and Central Asia to reach the lands 
bordering on the waters of the Indian Ocean. While we still do not exactly how 
much, a not insignificant portion came via Manila and the galleon trade across 
the Pacific from Acapulco.62 The galleon trade was conducted for more than two 
centuries, from the late sixteenth to the early nineteenth, and in its heyday three 
large five-deck vessels plied this route every year.63 Therefore, an understanding 
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of the Indian Ocean in the eighteenth century rests critically upon its connections 
with neighboring bodies of water. 

Similarly, the history of the Atlantic in the eighteenth century is inconceiv-
able without its links to the Indian Ocean. In this period the Atlantic slave trade 
entered a new phase. According to Nicholas Canny and Philip Morgan, “It was 
not until after 1700 that trade in slaves became the principal interest of European 
merchants dealing with Africa.”64 The eighteenth century accounted for more than 
half the slaves that entered the Atlantic trade between 1500 and 1867 (6.5 mil-
lion out of the total of 12.5 million), making it the zenith of this commerce.65 The 
Indian Ocean was pivotal for this trade because Indian cotton cloth represented 
about a third of the value of the goods that Europeans exchanged for slaves, from 
the Guinea coast to Angola.66 One more marker of the long eighteenth century, 
therefore, is the greater density of links between Atlantic and Indian oceans, in 
comparison to what preceded and succeeded that period. Silver and cottons were 
not the only connections between the two oceans. By the seventeenth century im-
portant Indian commodities such as indigo and sugar had been transplanted to the 
Americas and began to compete with the “originals.” At the same time, new crops 
arrived in the Indian Ocean such as tobacco, maize, and chili. Chili took off in a 
number of locations, particularly in South India where there was a rapid expansion 
of its cultivation. However, it is still unclear how the creation of global markets 
affected established Indian Ocean production, trade, and consumption patterns. 

Despite the important links between oceanic studies and global processes, 
global and ocean histories have not been sufficiently connected. In the case of At-
lantic history, Peter Coclanis has criticized “the obsession with the Atlantic world 
qua unit [which] continues to impede our understanding of the degree to which 
this unit drew its life blood from—and hemorrhaged into—others.”67 Much the 
same criticism may be leveled at writings on the Indian Ocean. Why does there 
continue to be a divide between those who study the Indian Ocean and those who 
focus on the Atlantic or Pacific? In many respects, this problem has analogies with 
an earlier divide between global history and area studies, where the concentration 
on regions came at the expense of global as well as other viewpoints.68 In the case 
of Indian Ocean studies, there is an additional Eurocentric bias with the persistence 
of a privileging of European companies. Moving away from this is a prerequisite 
for a dialogue between the oceanic and global histories. At the same time, Indian 
Ocean studies is becoming a well-developed field of study with its own research 
agendas, which absorbs the intellectual energies of scholars, despite the limitations 
of such a constricted spatial focus. 

THE INDIAN OCEAN IN A METHODOLOGICAL  
FRAMEWORK 

We have tried so far to show how the scholarship on the Indian Ocean has 
developed its own boundaries both in terms of time and space. Unlike oceanic con-
nections in the Atlantic and the Pacific, the world of the Indian Ocean stretches back 
to ancient times and therefore shares some of continuities that are often associated 
with the Mediterranean. At the same time, the Indian Ocean shares with the Pacific 
a porous notion of space whose perimeters have been the subject of great debate.69
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Together with time and space, the Indian Ocean is also characterized by 
its own academic practices. There are several “Indian Ocean” centers in different 
continents, though collaboration among scholars has not been as widespread as 
it has been for the study of the Atlantic or as it is fast becoming for the study of 
both the Pacific and the Mediterranean.70 The same could be said about major 
debates, a common feature of Atlantic scholarship, but much rarer in the study of 
the Indian Ocean. These broad comparisons on the shape of different oceanic fields 
of study must acknowledge the idiosyncratic nature of the sources available for 
the study of the Indian Ocean, heavily reliant as they are on the extensive archives 
of the European East India companies. Only recently have scholars started using 
sources in a variety of Asian and African languages, opening however the problem 
of linguistic training and access to archives in Asia and Africa.71 

In terms of methodologies, a comparison with the Atlantic scholarship is 
instructive as it underlines both the particularities of writings on the Indian Ocean 
and highlights several areas and approaches that remain unchartered in the Indian 
Ocean scholarship. We would like to briefly discuss three issues: first on the con-
tribution of specific oceanic studies to wider historical scholarship, second on the 
methods adopted, and finally on key themes considered. From the point of view of 
the Indian Ocean, it is striking how the Atlantic has developed a self-critical and 
even skeptical strand of scholarship that has questioned the very project of writ-
ing an oceanic narrative. For instance, some Atlantic historians have criticized the 
emphasis given to oceanic ties as they often hide continental connections. More 
generally, the critical awareness of the concepts and narratives used has allowed 
historians of the Atlantic world to step away from primarily narrative or descriptive 
approaches. That has in turn provided a number of “transferable notions” that 
make Atlantic historical scholarship popular beyond the group of its practitioners. 

The Atlantic has made good use both of comparative and connective meth-
odologies. The work of John Elliott, for instance, has used colonial societies and 
projects as a platform for a comparative study of the two halves of the Atlantic.72 
So far the Indian Ocean has not seen similar works either in terms of comparing 
and contrasting macro areas or in showing the different experiences across the vast 
space of the Indian Ocean. Whilst the Atlantic has been successful at capturing 
other levels of analysis such as that of states, colonies, empires, and continents,73 
the historiography on the Indian Ocean has subsumed them to the maritime frame-
work.74 As is the case with the Atlantic, the Indian Ocean scholarship has a great 
deal to contribute to “entangled histories,” which are concerned, as Eliga Gould 
explains, with “‘mutual influencing,’ ‘reciprocal or asymmetric perceptions,’ and 
the intertwined ‘processes of constituting one another.’”75 This agenda should show 
that “the ocean was not just a place within which people circulated: it was itself 
the place within which they had transformative experiences.”76

As historians we are not in the business of forecasting the future and surely 
not of predicting future scholarly trends. However, it is clear that oceanic scholarship 
is becoming less triumphalist and more nuanced in its approaches. One fact that 
needs to be acknowledged is that the Indian Ocean was “intrinsically unstable.” 
This is true historically in the sense that we should abandon a view of the Indian 
Ocean—or any oceanic space for that matter—as one of inevitably increasing con-
nectedness, expansion, and linear development. The Indian Ocean, perhaps even 
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more than the Atlantic, shows profound discontinuities and fuzziness of processes, 
across both time and space. But the instability is also methodological. As Kären 
Wigen observes for the Atlantic, “Oceanic histories invert scholarly conventions by 
turning political peripheries into regional cores.”77 The Indian Ocean, for instance, 
has the potential to challenge established narrative of empire, be they Mughal, 
Ottoman, or British. 

From the issue of methods to that of themes, once again Indian Ocean 
scholars have an open field in considering topics ranging from the hybridity of 
culture, to the history of travel (a field that has been more concerned with empires 
and land travel than oceans), to the issue of agency of Asian populations vis-à-vis 
that of Europeans. There are already several studies on race, slavery, population 
flows, and art that need to be set within an overlapping framework and connected 
with the wealth of scholarship on trade and the Indian Ocean economy.78 This we 
think might be accomplished in different ways. First, studies of commerce can be 
connected with those on material culture in which objects must be considered not 
just as commodities but as markers of identity and makers of meaning.79 Another 
possibility is to expand the study of the commercial networks that encompassed 
the Indian Ocean. The unit here is that of entrepreneurial enterprises, often mer-
chants and groups of merchants and their associated subsectors such as maritime 
services (shipbuilding and maintenance, insurance, brokerage, financial services, 
victualing, etc.).

CONCLUSION 

Rila Mukherjee has argued that the cartographic category of the Indian 
Ocean was “slow to capture the European imagination” and that the very expres-
sion “Indian Ocean” came into existence only in the nineteenth century.80 It is not 
surprising that the name given to this body of water and to this arena of activity 
has its origins in the era of European predominance. Although when historians use 
the “Indian Ocean” they deploy a methodological and historiographical concept 
that did not exist in the minds of historical subjects in the eighteenth century, as 
this paper has shown, the waters of that ocean—along with the land that bordered 
it—were the domain of dense human activity. 

In the nineteenth century the Indian Ocean economy surveyed in this 
paper was dramatically restructured. From about 1810 Indian cotton cloth began 
to be displaced by British imitations, which were marketed with Indian names. 
The contraction in the Atlantic slave trade and the ending of British participation 
in that commerce broke an important link between Indian and Atlantic trading 
worlds and shortly thereafter the English East India Company closed its factories 
in India and terminated its purchases of cotton cloth.81 This was followed by a 
growing export of silver from India to China and Europe itself. A new economic 
order was emerging in the Indian Ocean, which was reinforced by British politi-
cal power and British domination of the seas. As a consequence, in the nineteenth 
century the trading world of the Indian Ocean would be subordinated to the new 
dynamic centers of the Atlantic. 

This does not mean that the Indian Ocean was no longer a zone in which 
people, goods, and ideas traveled, and one should not underestimate the scale of 
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activity on the waters of that sea, especially in the decades between 1860 and 1930. 
However, the framework in which movement took place and the links between 
distant shores that were formed—some longstanding, some novel—were dramati-
cally different from what had existed in the long eighteenth century. It was one in 
which Africans, Arabs, and Asians were dependent upon the economic and politi-
cal power of Europeans. The nineteenth century was in many respects a European 
century, even in the distant waters of the Indian Ocean.

NOTES

The authors are grateful to the helpful comments of Maxine Berg, Tirthankar Roy, and two anonymous 
readers. 
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