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Abstract

In the history of ancient South India, the Sangam Age was crucial for the growth of
Tamil society, politics, economy, and culture. Two of the key reigning dynasties of ancient
Tamilagam were the Cholas and Cheras, who had complicated relationships that went beyond
political rivalry and warfare. Agricultural production, inland trade, artisan specialization,
maritime trade, and social and cultural interactions all supported their connection. While the
Chera region was closely linked to the western coast, pepper production, forest resources, and
international trade through ports like Muziris, the Chola territory, especially the fertile Kaveri
basin, was marked by intensive agriculture and the growth of significant commercial centers like
Kaveripattinam (Puhar). Significant evidence for reconstructing these economic and social links
can be found in Sangam literary writings, coinage, archeological finds, and Greco-Roman reports.
The nature of Chola-Chera commercial connection and its impact on the social structure of

Sangam-era Tamilagam are examined in this essay.
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1. Introduction

An important part of South India's early history is the Sangam Age. The Cholas, Cheras,
and Pandyas were the three main Tamil dynasties that emerged and consolidated throughout this
time. Although these dynasties' political histories have historically drawn a lot of attention, their
social and economic linkages are just as crucial to comprehending the historical evolution of

ancient Tamilagam.
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The Cheras and Cholas were not separate political groups. Geographical proximity, trade
routes, agricultural interchange, job mobility, and cultural connection were the means by which
their domains were linked. Commercial operations often transcended political boundaries, despite
political rivalry and conflict between them. As a result, the two dynasties' relationship should be
analyzed as a mix of interdependence, cooperation, competition, and exchange. Agriculture, trade,
merchants, ports, occupational groupings, combat, and social life are all extensively mentioned in
Sangam literature. Tamilagam was included into larger networks of Indian Ocean trade, as
evidenced by archeological findings and allusions from Greco-Roman authors.

Sangam Literary Sources

Important information about rulers, wars, agriculture, trade, occupations, and social
relationships can be found in works like Purananuru, Akananuru, Pattinappalai, Pathitrupathu, and
Kuruntokai. While Pattinappalai offers crucial details of the Chola port city of Kaveripattinam,

Pathitrupathu is especially vital for comprehending the Chera kings.

Post-Sangam and Epic Literature
Further details about urban life, business, ports, and social conditions may be found in

Silappadikaram and Manimekalai.

Archaeological Evidence
Pottery, coins, beads, inscriptions, and industrial production evidence are examples of

archeological finds that offer tangible proof of trade and cultural exchanges.

Foreign Accounts
The Periplus of the Erythraean Sea and accounts associated with Greco-Roman
geographical traditions provide evidence concerning the ports and commercial products of South

India.

Geographical Setting of the Chola and Chera Territories

Geography played an important role in shaping the economic systems of both kingdoms.
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The Chola country was centered primarily on the fertile Kaveri basin. The river system
provided favorable conditions for agriculture and supported dense settlements. The eastern

coastline also provided access to maritime trade through Kaveripattinam.

The Chera territory was situated mainly in the western part of Tamilagam and extended
towards the Malabar region. Its geographical environment included mountains, forests and the
western coastline. These ecological conditions supported the production and collection of pepper,
timber, spices, ivory and other forest products.

Thus, geographical differences resulted in economic specialization, which encouraged

exchange between regions.

Agricultural Economy
Agriculture constituted the principal economic foundation of Sangam society.

Chola Agriculture

The Kaveri delta was particularly suitable for wet-rice cultivation. The availability of water
and fertile alluvial soil supported agricultural production. Rice became an important commodity
not only for subsistence but also for exchange. The agricultural surplus contributed to the

maintenance of political institutions, armies, settlements and commercial centers.

Chera Agriculture

Agricultural practices in the Chera region were influenced by its diverse ecological
environment. Rice cultivation was undertaken in suitable areas, while hill and forest regions
supported the production and collection of spices and forest products. Pepper was particularly

important in the commercial economy of the western region.

Agricultural Exchange

The differences in agricultural and ecological resources encouraged interregional
exchange. Food grains, salt, fish, spices, forest products and other commodities circulated through
inland trade networks. Therefore, agriculture indirectly strengthened the economic relationship

between the Chola and Chera regions.

Special Issue | October 2026 | Climate Change and Sustainable Development 67



© 2026 The Author(s) | Open Access| International Journal of Business and Economics Research (IJBER) e-ISSN: 2455-3921

Internal Trade and Commercial Networks

Internal trade constituted an important feature of the Sangam economy. The five ecological
regions or tinai—Kurinji, Mullai, Marutam, Neytal and Palai—possessed distinct economic
characteristics.

Major Economic Activities

Ecological Region

Kurinji: Hunting, gathering and collection of forest products. Mullai: Pastoralism and cattle
rearing. Marutam: Agriculture and settled cultivation. Neytal: Fishing, salt production and
maritime trade. Palai: Hunting, pastoral activities and long-distance movement. The movement of
goods between these ecological zones created an interconnected economic system. Merchants
transported commodities from production centers to markets and ports. Such networks facilitated

interaction between different communities and regions, including the Chola and Chera territories.

Maritime Trade

Maritime commerce was one of the most significant features of the Sangam economy.
Kaveripattinam or Puhar was an important Chola port situated on the eastern coast. It developed
into a major center of commercial activity. Sangam literature describes merchants, warehouses,

ships and the movement of goods through the port.

Muziris, associated with the Chera country, was one of the important western-coast ports.
Its location provided access to maritime routes connecting South India with the Red Sea and

Mediterranean commercial networks.

Major Commodities
Products involved in long-distance trade included:

Pepper, Textiles, Pearls, Precious stones, Ivory, Spices, Agricultural commodities, Metal
and craft products, and imported commodities included gold, wine, glassware and other luxury
goods. The circulation of Roman coins and other archaeological materials demonstrates the

intensity of overseas commercial contacts during this period.
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Economic Relations between the Cholas and Cheras

The economic relationship between the Cholas and Cheras developed through their
complementary geographical and productive systems. The Chola region possessed a strong
agricultural base and access to the eastern coast, while the Chera region possessed valuable spices,

forest products and access to western maritime routes.

This created opportunities for: Exchange of agricultural commodities. Movement of spices
and forest products. Circulation of textiles and manufactured goods. Interaction between
merchants. Development of inland trade routes. Expansion of maritime commerce. Movement of
goods between eastern and western coastal markets. Consequently, political boundaries did not

completely prevent economic interaction.

Role of Merchants

In the Sangam economy, merchants played a significant role as middlemen. They linked
ports and marketplaces with production facilities. Both short- and long-distance trade were carried
out by merchants. Their actions aided in the growth of port towns and market communities.
Increased communication between agricultural producers, craftspeople, transporters, and

customers was also promoted by the expansion of commercial groupings.

Crafts and Industrial Production

Another significant aspect of the Sangam economy was the manufacture of crafts.
The manufacturing of textiles, pottery, metalworking, jewelry, beads, woodworking, and ship-
related businesses were among the major crafts. While archeological evidence from several sites
shows specialized craft activities throughout Tamilagam, the Chola region was notably linked to
textile production. Craft production boosted both domestic and international trade and produced
jobs.

Social Structure and Occupational Groups

Sangam society was made up of several social and vocational groups. Farmers, warriors,
merchants, artisans, fishermen, shepherds, hunters, agricultural workers, poets, and religious
specialists were among them. Occupation and the environment were strongly linked to economic
activity. Particularly in towns and port settlements, the establishment of merchant and artisan

groups was stimulated by the increase of trade.
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Social Interaction between Chola and Chera Regions

Social contact was facilitated by economic transaction. Travelers, artisans, merchants, and
other organizations traveled around Tamilagam. Local communities interacted with international
traders in port cities, which were especially cosmopolitan places. These exchanges led to the
sharing of cultural customs, concepts, and technology in addition to goods. Sangam society was
marked by significant regional interaction, as seen by the migration of individuals across political

boundaries.

Political Rivalry and Economic Interdependence

Political rivalry between the Cholas and Cheras was common. Conflicts involving rulers,
regions, and military expeditions are documented in Sangam literature. However, economic
engagement was not always eliminated by political conflict. Despite political unrest, commercial
networks and trade routes might still function. This highlights a significant aspect of ancient South
Indian history: the possibility of concurrent political rivalry and economic cooperation. Therefore,
the framework of battle should not be the only way to understand the connection between the
Cholas and Cheras. A more comprehensive picture of their historical interrelation is offered by

economic networks.

Impact of Trade on Urbanization

Urban centers grew as a result of increased trade both domestically and internationally.
Around ports and trade routes, Puhar and other commercial villages grew. Due to the influx of
merchants, artisans, sailors, farmers, traders, and foreign tourists, these communities developed
into hubs for social and commercial interaction. The growth of these communities shows how the
economy gradually changed from being primarily agrarian to being more diverse, encompassing

trade, crafts, and agriculture.

Cultural Dimensions of Economic Relations

Interaction across cultures was also made easier by economic interchange. Travelers' and
merchants' movements aided in the circulation of: Religious beliefs, artistic practices, technology,
clothing and material culture, eating habits, maritime expertise, and languages and linguistic

influences. A culturally active culture was produced by the interplay between coastal ports and
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inland communities. Thus, Tamilagam's cultural fusion was indirectly aided by the economic ties

between the Chola and Chera provinces.

Major Findings

The Sangam economy was based primarily on agriculture. The ecological resources of the
Chola and Chera regions were complementary. Tamilagam's many regions were connected by
internal trade. Muziris and Puhar were significant hubs for marine trade. Chera trade benefited
greatly from pepper and other Western goods. Textile and agricultural goods constituted
significant parts of Chola economic activities. In both local and international trade, merchants and
craftspeople were crucial. Towns and port villages grew as a result of commercial activity. Social
mobility and cross-cultural exchange were promoted by economic contact. The two regions'

economic interactions coexisted with political competition.

Conclusion

Ancient Tamilagam was intertwined, as evidenced by the commercial and social ties
between the Cholas and Cheras during the Sangam Period. Agriculture, trade, craft manufacturing,
and sea commerce linked the two dynasties' civilizations despite their rivalry for governmental
power and geographical dominance. Tamilagam's ecological diversity led to regional
specialization. While the western regions were significant producers of pepper, forest products,
and other commaodities, the fertile Kaveri region produced a significant amount of agricultural

output.

These little economies were linked to larger Indian Ocean economic networks via ports
like Puhar and Muziris. Trade has significant societal repercussions as well. It promoted
urbanization, fostered the development of merchant and artisan communities, and produced
chances for cross-cultural exchange. Therefore, dynastic wars are not the only way to understand
the history of Chola-Chera ties. Their social interactions and economic ties had an equal impact

on how Sangam-era Tamilagam developed historically.
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