International Journal of Multidisciplinary
Science Research Review

Vol.3, Issue 2 (2026)

https://ijjomdsrr.com/index.php/1

The Concept of Oceanic Possibilism in the Ancient Indian Knowledge Tradition

Mr. Aman Sharma
Assistant Professor (Geography), Department of Arts and Commerce
St. Aloysius Institute of Technology, Gaur, Jabalpur
amansharmaragiS@gmail.com

KEYWORDS

Oceanic Possibilsm,
Maritime
Possibilities, Indian
Knowledge
Tradition, Creation
of the Sea, Samudra-
Manthana, Ancient

ABSTRACT

Geography is a spatial discipline, and space is a universal reality of this universe. Therefore, no
branch of real knowledge remains untouched by geography. The primordial sources of authentic
knowledge our ancient Indian scriptures contain an inexhaustible treasury of wisdom, including
substantial geographical insights. Many ideological branches of modern geography are described
directly or indirectly within these texts. Among the major modern geographical ideologies,
‘Possibilism’ is one of the most popular and widely recognized concept. In the modern history of
geography, extensive research has emphasized human intelligence, capability, and culture over

Oceanic Bridge, environmental determinism. According to Vidal de La Blache, ‘nature sets limits, and human
Ancient Indian beings, through skill and ingenuity, create possibilities to shape their environment.
Mczmg K;z?vwlecige. One aspect of these natural limits is the ocean, which in ancient times appeared insurmountable.
neient yavar However, ancient Indian civilization and its classical textual corpus provide numerous literary
Operation, Maritime .. . . . . .
o descriptions and archaeological evidences suggesting that people of ancient India found ways to
Possibilism. . . . . o .
o overcome even this formidable natural barrier. Through their capability and determination, they
Maritime rescue . . . . s .
. accomplished feats that may seem impossible even in today’s technologically advanced and
msston. resource-rich world. Such human efforts in the maritime context are termed here as ‘Oceanic
Possibilism’. The primary objective of this research is to explore aspects related to this concept in
ancient Indian scriptures and archaeological evidence. The paper seeks not only to highlight the
possibility-oriented maritime outlook of ancient Indian civilization but also to harmonize ancient
Indian knowledge traditions with modern theoretical frameworks and establish their scientific
relevance
LINTRODUCTION

Possibilism is a well-known ideology in modern geography. Scientific inventions and the Industrial Revolution empowered
humanity to discover alternatives to natural limitations and advance development. Thus, the concept gained theoretical
recognition. Nature imposes constraints through rugged terrain and harsh climatic conditions, while humans generate new
possibilities through intellect, technology, and skill. The term ‘Possibilism’ was first used by Lucien Febvre, while its
systematic exposition was developed by Vidal de La Blache.

The ocean, too, represents a natural barrier. The possibilities envisioned within this domain may appropriately be termed
‘Oceanic Possibilism’. The term is possibly introduced for the first time by the present author, Mr. Aman Sharma. Ancient
Indian civilization presents numerous ideas and applications related to Maritime Possibilism. From the Indus, Vedic, Puranic,
to Dravidian civilizations, evidence both literary and archaeological reveals remarkable maritime possibilities. It is the result
of this possibilistic ideology that some of the earliest records of maritime voyages, trade, and naval organization are associated
with India. These aspects are systematically presented in this research paper.

Literature Review

To understand the concept of Maritime Possibilism, we must first comprehend the ideologies of modern geography and their
historical development. In this field, both Indian and foreign scholars of geography have made extensive contributions, among
whom Majid Husain, Stahler, Peet, and others are noteworthy. Important writings on the philosophy of Possibilism have also
been produced by Vidal de la Blache, Febvre, Brunhes, and Sauer.

At the same time, in order to substantiate Maritime Possibilism in ancient India, it is necessary to study ancient
Sanskrit, Prakrit, and Tamil texts. These include the Vedic literature (Vedic Samhitas, Brahmanas, Aranyakas, and
Upanishads), the epics (Ramayana and Mahabharata), Puranic texts, Buddhist literature, and Sangam literature. For
archaeological evidence, it is also essential to review books written on ancient Indian history, where facts related to this aspect

may be explored. Among such historians, works written by K. C. Srivastava and Romila Thapar may be included.
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Core Discussion

Ancient Indian civilization contains abundant references and aspects related to maritime possibilism. We will examine this
aspect sequentially in the context of Indian history. The civilizational history of India begins with the Proto-Historic period’s
Indus Valley Civilization, whose script remains undeciphered. Therefore, we must rely primarily on its archacological
evidence. The aspects related to maritime possibilism in this civilization are as follows:

1. Maritime Possibilism in the Indus Civilization:

The Indus Civilization is one of the world’s oldest civilizations. Even five thousand years ago, its people
had realized numerous possibilities associated with the sea, as described below:

¢ Large Maritime Ports — Evidence of some of the world’s earliest and most extensive dockyards and ports has
been found in the Indus Civilization, among which Lothal and Godivada are prominent. In addition, several
coastal settlements such as Sutkagan-Dor, Balakot, and Dholavira were also inhabited. These ports provide
evidence of maritime exploration, travel, and trade. This suggests that even five thousand years ago, maritime
curiosity had already developed in India, strengthening ideas and possibilities connected with the sea.

® Maritime Trade Network — There is also evidence of an advanced trade network between the Indus Civilization
and its contemporary civilizations such as Mesopotamia, Sumer, Egypt, and Arabia. International maritime
trade, import—export activities, and sea-based travel all highlight the vast economic possibilities connected with
the sea, which were realized during that time.

* Maritime Knowledge — The people of the Indus Civilization possessed considerable knowledge related to the
sea, including an understanding of tides, marine navigation and directions, fishing zones, pearl-producing areas,
ocean currents, and shipbuilding skills. Archaeological evidence supporting these aspects confirms that the
inhabitants of the Indus Valley Civilization had conducted extensive exploration and acquired substantial
knowledge in the field of maritime possibilities.

2. Maritime Possibilities in Vedic Literature:

Written documents in India are available from the Vedic period. Even in the written texts of the Vedic age, extensive
evidence of maritime possibilities can be found.

® Maritime Rescue Mission- In the Rigveda, one of the world’s oldest sacred texts, there is a description of a
rescue mission carried out in the middle of the sea. It narrates how the Vedic deities Ashvini Kumars rescued a
merchant named Bhujyu from a sinking sea vessel (Rigveda 1.116.3-5). This indicates that even three thousand
years ago, maritime rescue operations were being conducted.

® Sea as a Source of Energy- In the first Mandala of the Rigveda, the sea is described as a source of energy and
nectar in the verse: ‘Samudradad urmirmadhuman udarat...” (Rigveda 1.164.51). Based on this hymn, it
may be inferred that the Vedic people had an understanding of tidal or wave energy.

3. Maritime Possibilities in the Epics:
In the Indian tradition, the two great epics, the Ramayana and the Mahabharata, hold the highest place. In these texts,
certain ideas related to maritime possibilities are found which even today appear almost impossible. These are as
follows:

* The Ocean Bridge- In India’s most ancient epic, the Ramayana, there is a description of the construction of a
bridge one hundred yojanas long across the sea about two and a half thousand years ago (Yuddha Kanda
22.54-76). Evidence of this is also said to be found in the form of a submerged stretch between India and Sri
Lanka. The imagination of constructing such a massive bridge over the ocean highlights the maritime capabilities
envisioned in the society of that time.

¢ Creation of the Ocean- In the Valmiki Ramayana (Bala Kanda, Chapters 39-40) and in Kalidasa’s work
Raghuvamsha (Sarga 13.3), there is a description that gives a new dimension to maritime possibilities. According
to these narratives, when Indra stole the sacrificial horse of King Sagara’s Ashvamedha sacrifice, Sagara’s sixty
thousand sons dug the earth down to the netherworld in search of the horse. Later, this vast trench was filled with
water by the descent of the Ganga, brought to earth through the efforts of Bhagiratha, thereby forming what is
now known as the Bay of Bengal. This account of the creation of the ocean surpasses all conventional possibilities
associated with the region.

e Maritime Exploration- Both the Ramayana and the Mahabharata contain detailed descriptions of the
exploration of oceanic islands and transoceanic regions. In the Kishkindha Kanda of the Ramayana (Sargas
40-43), Sugriva, while dispatching monkey troops in search of Sita, describes all possible regions in the four
directions, including seas, islands, and lands beyond them, along with suggested routes and methods to reach
them. Similar descriptions are found in the Mahabharata as well. In the Sabha Parva, in connection with the
Pandavas’ conquests for Yudhishthira’s Rajasuya sacrifice; in the Bhishma Parva (Chapters 6—12) in the context
of Bhishma’s description of the seven continents (Saptadvipa); and in the pilgrimage accounts of the Vana Parva,
such maritime references can be observed.
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4. Marine Possibilities in Mythological (Purana) Literature:

In mythological literature, the narrative style of the epics and the combination of Vedic dialogues and storytelling
traditions gradually gave rise to the tradition of Puranic literature. There are more than fifty Puranas, of which eighteen
are considered major. These texts also contain immense possibilities related to the ocean.

¢ SamudraManthan (Churning of the Ocean)- In Shrimad Bhagavata Purana (Skandha 8, Chapters 6—11),
Vishnu Purana (Part 1, Chapter 9), Kurma Purana, Skanda Purana, and other Puranas, there is mention of a
wondrous maritime event known as the Churning of the Ocean. In ancient Indian tradition, the ocean is also
called Ratnakara (the mine of jewels) because it is considered a repository of all kinds of treasures. Just as milk
must be churned to obtain butter, the idea of churning the ocean was conceived to obtain the nectar of immortality
(amrita), the supreme treasure. A detailed account of this event is found in the Puranas. The gods (Devas) and
demons (Asuras) churned the ocean in order to obtain Amrita.

* Deluge and Biological Preservation- In Matsya Purana (Chapter 1), Vishnu Purana, Shrimad Bhagavata Purana
(Skandha 8, Chapter 24), and the Mahabharata (Vana Parva, Chapter 124), there is a description of the great
deluge in connection with Lord Vishnu’s Matsya (Fish) incarnation. According to mythological beliefs, the
destruction of creation occurs through a great flood, and such events recur cyclically. During the deluge, Lord
Vishnu assumed the Matsya Avatara and advised King Manu to place one pair of each living species in a boat.
When the ocean waters receded, a new creation emerged from these preserved pairs. This episode helps us
understand that ancient society was aware of oceanic floods, the destruction of life they could cause, and the
need for preservation.

Case Study

From the above description, it becomes evident that ancient Indian texts preserve, in a latent form, a vast reservoir of scientific
knowledge. These works encompass various streams of knowledge such as philosophy, science, astronomy, linguistics, and
medicine. If revisited with a rational perspective, many principles can be incorporated into mainstream knowledge traditions.
For example, remarkable similarities have recently been identified between the Dashavatara (the ten incarnations of Vishnu)
described in the Puranas and Charles Darwin’s theory of evolution. This subject has even been included in the curriculum of
Rani Durgavati University for B.A. First year course (Geography). Such developments encourage deeper research and study
of ancient Indian scientific thought.

Conclusion

Thus, we see that ancient Indian texts contain references to a wide range of ideas and theories. They provide extensive
descriptions of the ocean and its associated possibilities. Narratives such as the churning of the ocean, the origin of the seas,
and the building of oceanic bridges may appear beyond empirical reality, yet such imaginative constructs are rarely found in
the literature or civilizations of the contemporary world of that time. This aspect enriches the Indian knowledge tradition.
Research in this direction also reveals how India’s ancient wisdom tradition can be integrated with modern geographical and
other intellectual frameworks, incorporating ancient knowledge into the mainstream chain of contemporary scholarship. This
research paper is therefore a significant contribution to both geography and the ancient Indian knowledge tradition.
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