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istory, AkShay Cha-
van asserts, not only
repeats itself but
also follows patterns. In thls
book, he traces anew the In-
tricate patterns of networks
and nodes that have defined
India’s ancient and' colonial
. histories, inevitably through
| trade, conquest 'and erisuing
cultural exchanges. Chavan
seeks to invert dominant nar-
' ratives by highlighting trad-
ing caravans and merchant
ships instead of kings and
their reigns and recounting
the subcontinent’s history
from its peninsular tracts be-
fore traversing northwards.
This reasserts focus on the
commodities themselves —
what went out or flowed into
each region and the trans-
port modes and routes that
governed their distribution,
dictated prices and, eventu-
ally, fostered great cities and
cultural edifices from initial
humble crossover or break-
of-bulk points. The Deccan
and southern India are thus
accorded greater focus, given
that from early Arabs to lat-
ter-day Europeans, everyone
traded first along its shores,
thereby counteracting the ap-
parent hegemony that realms
' north of the Vindhayas have
- garnered in India’s historical
narratives.
Chavan commences by
positing simple queries —
- why were grand monuments
like Khajuraho or Ajan-
‘ta built in remote places?
What were the reasons be-
hind the geographical spread
of a certain community’s di-
aspora or the sites chosen
for cities and forts by rul-
ers? — and ties these inevi-

tably to the flow of goods, la-
!}our and wealth along exist-
ing trading routes. He divides
the subcontinent into 15 net-
works and their constituent
nodes based on an individ-
ualistic mix of terrain, soil,
climatic regimes, mineral
wealth and water resources,
which, combined with politi-
cal power, furthered the pro-
duction of regionally unique
goods for consumption and
trade. From Patna’s saltpe-

tre to Golconda's' diamonds,
*and the Occident’s desire for
‘Calicut’s pepper atid tte'Dect’

can’s cotton, numerous ex-
amples are parsed apart and
discussed through entwined
strands, much like the Bengal
delta’s great riverine trading
networks through which out-
flowed indigo, opium and tea.

Religion, as a driving fac-
tor of economic base crea-
tion, is illustrated through
temple towns where devo-
tion and pilgrimage con-
centrated learning, capital
and creativity. India’s glob-
al pre-eminence during this
period is denoted through
links like Chennai with Aca-
pulco, Kutch with Zanzibar,
and Calicut to Cairo. Chavan
provides an authoritative ac-
count that chronologically
and cartographically pieces
together the subcontinent’s
economic history, under-
pinned by its vast and diverse
geography, waves of con-
quests and phases of cultural
re-making, linked by continu-
ous movement of goods and
people, both indigenous and
foreign. The distinct influenc-
es of climate and topography
are highlighted succinctly, al-
though the book stops short
of ascribing the manifest pat-
terns to environmental deter-
minism or the Marxian view
of an economic base govern-
ing political superstructures,
Instead, it espouses the un-
tiring human endeavour that

has continued to feed ma- |
terialistic demand and sup-
ply chains and striven for in-
novations through the ages

“to'not only meet basic needs

but also satisfy’'the endur-
ing want for commodities of
beauty and luxury.

Engaging and erudite, the
book is an insightful lens for
understanding India’s his-
torical intra-regional and
country-wide economic ge-
ographies whose surmises re-
main valid today, being still
governed largely by geomor-
phology, weather and politi-
cal compulsions. Chavan re-
asserts how geographical in-
ertia of economic activities
has promoted specialisation
and creation of goods of high
value: the proclamations
and disputes between states
over geographical indication
tags are an ample remind-
er of this. With several pho-
tographs, maps and sketch-
es, the book can serve acad-
emicians as well as those cu-
rious about India’s historical
regional ethnicities, cultures,
economic strengths and soci-
etal disparities. In a country
being linked by high-speed
transit corridors across in-
dustrial hubs and special eco-
nomic zones, this book is a re-
minder of how these modern
wealth nodes and networks
are largely renewed manifes-
tations of age-old trading pat-
terns modified by time, tech-
nology, transportation modes
and environmental changes.
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