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Why in News?

Recently, Tamil Nadu's Chief Minister, MK Stalin announced a USD 1 million prize for anyone who can
successfully decipher the Harappan (Indus Valley) script of the Indus Valley Civilisation.

= |t has reignited the century-old- mystery of the Harappan script, which has eluded over 100
attempts by scholars to decode its meaning.

Note: Deciphering refers to the process of translating unknown symbols or scripts into a readable
language.

What is the Indus Valley Script?

= About: The Indus Valley Script, used by the Indus Valley Civilization (2600-1900 BCE) in
present-day Pakistan and north-western India, remains undeciphered.
o The script was discovered in the 1920s by Sir John Marshall's team. It appears on seals,
terracotta tablets, and metal, featuring pictograms and animal or human motifs.
= Writing Style: Generally written right to left, longer texts sometimes used Boustrophedon
Style (alternating directions between lines).
= Brevity of Inscriptions: Most inscriptions are short, averaging 5 characters, with the longest
known text containing 26 symbols.
o The brevity has led to debates about whether it represents a full-fledged language or
merely symbolic notations.
= Nature of the Script: Likely a logosyllabic system, combining pictograms and syllables, similar
to other scripts of its era.
o Scholars propose a rebus principle, where symbols represent sounds or ideas indirectly.
= Purpose and Function: The script may have been used for trade, tax records, and
identification,but its full role remains unclear. Some symbols, resembling multiplication, addition,
and the swastika, might also have educational or religious significance.
o Some believe it was a marking system, not a language-based script.
= Theories About Its Language:
o Dravidian Hypothesis: Supported by Asko Parpola and Indian researcher lIravatham
Mahadevan.
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¢ Claims the script has Dravidian roots, with connections to Old Tamil.
« Example: Parpola suggests the 'fish' symbol in the Indus script
represents "meen," meaning both "fish" and "star" in Dravidian languages,
aligning with Old Tamil terminology.
e Some 'number + fish' sequences are believed to refer to star groups,

though this remains unproven. IDENTI-

SIGN EICATION READING MEANING

1. fish

i fish min 2. star
: - |three stars
3 + fish | mucm) min (Mrigasiras)
= o i t
. 6 + fish | caru min E;rlesiaadr;s)

: - seven stars
7 + fish elu min (Ursa Major)

o Sanskrit Linkage: Early scholars like S.R. Rao linked the script to Sanskrit, tying it to
the Vedic period (1500 - 600 BCE).
e This theory has been contested due to the timeline mismatch between the
Harappan and Vedic cultures.
o Non-Linguistic Symbols: Critics like Steve Farmer and Peggy Mohan argue the symbols
were not a language but a system for political, economic, or religious insignias.

History of India begins with the birth of Indus Valley Civilization (IVC)/Harappan Civilization
It flourished around 2,500 BC, in the western part of South Asia

L. Introduction! |, o<t of the four ancient urban civilizations

Actual reasons behind IVC demise are stil debated . .
©One theory claims that Indo-European tribe i.e. Aryans invaded and conquered the IVC 101924, John Marshall, DG of the ASl, announced the discovery of VG d rl S h t I

Presence of various elements of the IVC in later culture suggest that civilization did not

disappear suddenly due to an invasion
E20p 1 Invask Harappa, excavated by Daya Ram Sahini in 1921 on the bank of Ravi in Montgomery district of Punjab (Pakistan),

Other theory believes that natural factors are behind the decline of the IVC 110. Decline of IVC Sandstone statues of human anatomy, granaries and bullock carts found.
Natural factors could be geological (tectonic disturbances) and climatic (change in pattern of rainfall) Mohenjo-Daro, excavated by R.D Banerjee in 1922 on the bank of river Indus in Larkana district of Punjab (Pakistan). Great
Dramatic shifts in the river courses caused flooding in the food producing areas bath, granary, bronze dancing girl seal of Pasupathi Mahadeva, steatite statue of bearded man, a piece of woven cotton

= = — found.
Combination of these natural causes resulted into slow but inevitable collapse of IVC oun

Sutkagendor, excavated by Stein in 1929 In southwestern Balochistan province of Pakistan on Dast river. It served as a trade
point between Harappa and Babylon.

Chanhudaro, excavated by N G Majumdar in 1931 in Sindh on the Indus river. Bead makers shop, footprint of a dog chasing

a cat found,
[Harappans looked upon the earth as a fertlity goddess and worshipped hel ;;"e"s‘:‘::,‘:" Amri, excavated by N G Majumdar in 1935 on the bank of Indus river. Evidence of Antelope.
Male deity represented on a seal with three horned heads, is identified as Pushupati Mahadeva; Kallbangan, excavated by Ghose in 1953 in Rajasthan on the bank of Ghaggar river. Fire altar, camel bones, wooden plough
surrounded by an elephant, a tiger, a rhinoceros, and has a buffalo below his throne found.
Numerous symbols of phallus and female sex organs made of stone have been found 5, Religion Lothal, excavated by R. Rao n 1953 in Gujarat on Bhogva river near Gulf of Cambay.First man-made port, dockyard, rice husk,
The people of the Indus region also worshipped trees and Animals fire altars, chess playing found.
One horned unicorn was considered important and next important was the humped bull Surkotada, excavated by P Joshi in 1964 Gujarat, beads remains found here.
/Amulets have also been found :er\:::)a;rl', ::‘t:“:zted by R S Bisht in 1974 in Hisar district of Haryana. Famous for Beads, Barley, both pre-Harappan and
Dholavira, excavated by R § Bisht in 1985 at Rann of Kachchh Gujarat. Water harnessing system, water reservoir found
P :l:::: ::::::[::;Z:':::;‘c‘ :::e:::::{::: Early Harappan Phase from 3300 to 2600 BCE is related to the Hakra Phase ﬁ‘h;::“::ﬂrz‘;::“u‘;ﬁl‘:zz lf;‘;“”'“ andan

Earliest examples of the Indus script date back to 3000 BC.
Archaeological records provide no immediate answers for a centre of power e "
T e i Trade networks and cultivation of crops. Peas, sesame seeds, dates, cotton, etc
o temples have been found, unlikely that the priests rule | =
e e 8. Institutions 3. Phases of Indus— Kot Diji represents the phase leading up to Mature Harappan Phase.
3 R e 7 g = g TioE Valley Civilization| — Mature Harappan Phase from 2600 to 1900 BCE; Early Harappan communities were turning into large urban center.
ome archaeologists opine tha ad no rulers, and everybody enjoyed equal status = =
Late Harappan Phase from 1900 to 1300 BCE; By 1700 BC, most of the cities were abandoned. Various elements
/Another argues for number of rulers representing each of the urban centers Bt AcionE NG scenin ater eiilines:

Archaeological data presents persistence of the Late Harappan culture till 1000-900 BC.

Wellacqmintedwiththe mantfacturingand s ofifironee Harappa and Mohenjodaro, own citadel or acropolis, occupied by members of the ruling class.

Obtained Copper from Khetri mines of Rajasthan and Tin from Afghanistan e T e

Textile impressions have also been found on several objects Arrangement of the houses in the cities followed the grid system.
Huge brick structure suggest that brick- laying was an important craft o Granaries constituted an important part of the Harappan cities.
. Crafts -
fhis also attests the existence of a class of masons— | 4. Town Planning”_{cq of burnt bricks)
= 5 : = and Structures -
Practised boat-making, bead making, seal-making and terracotta manufacture Impressive drainage system of Mohenjo-daro.
The goldsmiths made jewellery of silver, gold and precious stones In almost all cities every big or small house had its own courtyard and bathroom.
The potter's wheel was in full use, glossy and shining own characteristic pottery In Kalibangan many houses had their wells.

In Dholavira and Lothal (Gujarat), the entire settlement was fortified.

Presence of numerous seals, uniform script and regulated weights and measures T T T T e e e
The Harappans carried on considerable trade in stone, metal, shell, etc. Wheat, barley, rai, peas, sesame, lentil, chickpea and mustard were produced
[Trade was carried by barter system Millets are also found from sites in Gujarat while rice uses were relatively rare|
ipewcivexinavigeon on the cogstof therablan seo— TR The Indus people were the earliest people to produce cotton
Set up  trading colony in northern Afghanistan, facilitated trade with Central Asia = J
5. Agriculture,— Representations on seals and terracotta sculpture indicate that the bull was known|

‘ Archaeologists extrapolate shows oxen were also used for ploughing

Most sites are located in semi-arid lands, where irrigation was probably required for agriculture

Also carried commerce with those in the land of the Tigris and the Euphrates’

Long distance trade in lapis lazuli, contributed to the social prestige of the ruling class

Traces of canals have been found at the Harappan site of Shortughai in Afghanistan
|Animals were kept on a large scale
Evidence of the horse comes from a superficial level of Mohenjodaro

Note:

= Script: A system of writing using symbols or characters to represent the words of a language, such
as Latin, Devanagari, or Indus script.

= Language: A system of communication involving sounds, words, and grammar to convey
meaning, such as English, Hindi, or Tamil.
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What are the Challenges in Decipherment of Indus Valley Script?

= Lack of Bilingual Texts: The decipherment of ancient scripts often depends on bilingual
texts, like the Rosetta Stone, which provided a Greek translation of Egyptian hieroglyphs.

o The Indus script, however, lacks such comparative inscriptions, making it difficult to link
symbols to sounds or meanings.

o The Rosetta Stone, discovered in 1799 near the Nile Delta, contains a message written
in Greek, Demotic, and hieroglyphs. It helped scholars to decipher ancient Egyptian
hieroglyphs.

= Short and Fragmentary Texts: Most inscriptions are brief, with an average of five characters
per text.

o The lack of long texts limits the ability to analyze grammar, syntax, or
patterns typically used in linguistic decipherment.

= Unknown Language: The script likely represents a language with no surviving descendants,
making comparisons challenging.
o Theories suggest Dravidian, Indo-Aryan, or a lost language family, but none are
conclusive.
Symbol Variations: S.R. Rao (1982) proposed 62 signs in.the script, but later Asko Parpola
suggested 425 signs (1994).
o |In 2016, Bryan K. Wells proposed 676 signs, but the exact number and their meanings
remain debated, leading to confusion.
Limited Archaeological Evidence: The limited corpus of 3,500 Harappan seals, unexplored
sites, and erosion of artifacts hinder comprehensive script analysis.
= Technological Constraints: While Artificial Intelligence (Al) and machine learning are
being applied, current models struggle with sparse datasets like the Indus script. Identifying
patterns in brief inscriptions remains a significant challenge.

What is the Significance of Deciphering the Indus Script?

= Unlocking Harappan Language: Identifying the language family (Dravidian, Indo-Aryan, or
others) would offer insights into the linguistic roots of ancient India.

= Understanding Harappan Culture: Decipherment could uncover Harappan religious beliefs,
societal norms, and sociopolitical structures, including administration and governance.

= Historical Continuity: Establishing connections between the Harappans and later civilizations
could help trace India's cultural and linguistic evolution.

= Global Relevance: The script's study contributes to understanding ancient writing
systems, human communication evolution, and cross-cultural exchanges with Mesopotamia
and beyond.

o Deciphering may reveal ties to Vedic practices and links to Dravidian or Indo-European
languages.
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MAJOR CIVILISATIONS
OF THE WORLD

MESOPOTAMIA, 4000-3500 BC _

N

) Modern-day Irag and parts of Iran, Syria, Kuwait,

and Turkey, between Tigris and Euphrates Rivers

v) Known as Fertile Crescent/Cradle of civilization

Diverse collection of cultures bound by their script,
gods, and views on women

Highly esteemed education system (law,
medicine, and astrology, reflecting rich cultural
and religious landscape)

' Both men and women were involved in diverse

occupations

Cities built around ziggurats, step-pyramid
temples, honoured their patron deity

Cities, made of sun-dried brick, were the world's
first

ANCIENT EGYPT, 3100 BC _

.\/

(n)

(x)

Set along fertile Nile River

Most known for pyramids, tombs, and
mausoleums practice of mummification to
prepare corpses for afterlife

Left legacy of monumental writing and mathematics
systems

~) Civilization ended in 332 BC with Alexander the

Great's conquest

INDUS VALLEY CIVILISATION, 3300 BC .

D)

Located in modern-day India, Afghanistan, and
Pakistan

I Relatively peaceful compared to other ancient

civilizations, with little evidence of widespread
warfare

) Organised city planning, complete with uniform

baked-brick homes, a grid structure, and drainage,
sewage, and water supply systems

Declined around 1800 BC, actual reasons behind
demise still debated (theories propose Aryan
invasion or climatic & natural factors for decline)

ANCIENT CHINA, 2000 BC _

N

Y

Protected by the Himalayan Mountains, Pacific
Ocean, and Gobi Desert, and situated between
Yellow and Yangtze rivers

) Flourished in isolation from invaders and other

foreigners for centuries

) Generally divided into four dynasties—Xia, Shang,

Zhou, and Qin - ancient China was ruled by a
succession of emperors

) Credited with developing the decimal system,

abacus, and sundial, as well as the printing press

) Mobilised populations to build massive

infrastructure projects (like Egyptians)

)€

Drishti IAS

Drishti Mains Question:

Examine the challenges faced in deciphering the Indus Valley Script and their implications for
understanding the Harappan Civilization.

UPSC Civil Services Examination, Previous Year Questions (PYQs)

Prelims

Q. Regarding the Indus Valley Civilization, consider the following statements: (2011)

1. It was predominantly a secular civilization and the religious element, though present, did not

dominate the scene,

2. During this period, cotton was used for manufacturing textiles in India.
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Which of the statements given above is/are correct?
(a) 1 only

(b) 2 only

(c) Both 1 and 2

(d) Neither 1 nor 2

Answer: (c)

Q. Which of the following characterize/characterises the people of the Indus Civilization?
(2013)

1. They possessed great palaces and temples.
2. They worshiped both male and female deities.
3. They employed horse-drawn chariots in warfare.
Select the correct statements using the codes given below:
(a) 1 and 2 only
(b) 2 only
(c)1,2and3

(d) None of the above

Ans: (b)

Mains

Q1: The ancient civilisation in the Indian sub-continent differed from those of Egypt, Mesopotamia and
Greece in that its culture and traditions have been preserved without a breakdown to the present day.
Comment. (2015)

Q2: To what extent has the urban planning and culture of the Indus Valley Civilization provided inputs to
present-day urbanization? Discuss. (2014)
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