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My respects to the Legend
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“The practice of writing and the development of a coherent system of 

signs, a script, is something which is seen only in complex societies… 

Writing … is a feature of  civilisations.” - Colin Renfrew 

(Archaeology and Language, 1857)

We write for 3 reasons

To aid memory and mark ownership over short and long-term 

memory

 communicate over long distances.

For Trading arithmetic.
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 In the context of the Harappan, it could have served the following purpose:

Tags for securing goods/storage rooms in trade

 Identification mechanism for material/ manufacturers/ individuals/ quantity.

Tokens as primitive coinage for the exchange of goods and administration 

of labour – a more sophisticated barter but pre-currency system.

Religious purposes such as amulets for protection

 The medium they used was temper-proof and durable.

 Harappan clearly did not have a monolithic usage.
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v

Stage 1 and 2

7000 to 3200 BC

Possehl (2002)
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Stage 3 

Early Harappan
(Ravi phase) 

3200 to 2800 BC 

Pot marks

Possehl (2002) & Kenoyer (2006)
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Stage 3

Early Harappan (Kot Diji phase)
2800 to 2500 BC
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Kot Diji phase 2800 to 2500 BC

Kenoyer (2006)

Harappan Script 2600-1900BC

Mahadevan (1977)
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The writing

• We know that the writing has

• Very clear syntactic structure

• The signs that would have normally been assumed to be numerical signs (such as vertical 

strokes) clearly were not used for numbering. Their appearance, their lack of continuity

• There seems to be a complex relationship between the writing and the animal motifs. 

• Similarity with later writing (or languages) like Dravidian or Sanskrit is difficult to establish.

• 100+ interpretations of writing vary from random, to numeric only, to various known 

or unknown languages. 

• All of them fail to meet the strict criteria for using of the signs in terms of the 

sequencing of signs.
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"Number" Sign no Occurrence
1 86 149

1a 97 91
1b 98 88
2 87 365

2a 99 649
2b 100 29
2c 101 1
3 89 314

3a 102 16
3b 103 30
4 - 0

4a 104 70
4b 105 2
5 0 0

5a 106 38
5b 107 6
6 - 0

6a 108 3
6b 109 38
7 - 0

7a 110 6
7b 112 70
8 - 0

8a 114 7
9 - 0

9a 115 1
9b 116 2
10 - 0

10a 117 1

Number of strokes
1 1a 1b 2 2b2c 2d 3 3a 3b 4 4a 4b 5 5a 5b 6 6a 6b 7 7a 7b 8 8a   9 9a 9b 10 10a

328         1044         360           72           44           41         76          7        3               1

Frequency of occurrence of signs with different strokes
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Mahadevan’s Corpus
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Signs

Text
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Variation by location
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Writing and the animal motifs
Based on the work of M V Bhaskar, Chennai
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Parpola
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End of writing

• The script disappeared more or less suddenly around 1700 BC.

• This was related to the end of the Civilisation itself.

• Why and how they disappeared is itself a mystery:
• it was certainly not violence.

• And it was not one site at a time.

• Natural changes are an obvious suggestion – but the jury is out on this.

• Economic collapse is another possibility.  

• There are some claims of scattered examples of a later period but these are not 
consistent with the grammar of the script.

• Some bronze in Maharashtra.

• Some artefacts in Tamil Nadu.

• Why the Civilisation disappeared so abruptly – losing all its cultural traits in the 
smallest period that we can discern from archaeology. 32Harappan miniatures, culture, history and Harapan writing



Writing in the context of the evolution of culture
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Dilemma of Indian pre-history

• IT IS THEREFORE CLEAR THAT WE HAVE A DILEMMA IN 
INDIAN PREHISTORY:

• ALL HARAPPAN EVIDENCE IS ARCHAEOLOGICAL.
• ALL VEDIC EVIDENCE IS LITERARY.

• They are difficult, if not impossible, to reconcile. 
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Where did the Harappans come from?

• Harappan Civilisation is certainly local. It has derived little from Mesopotamia 
or other cultures.

• Its architecture is unique.
• Its technology is unique
• Several good and bad features of the Mesopotamian culture were not taken into the 

Harappan Culture.

• Genetic and archaeological data suggest that the Harappans had close contact 
with the farmers of Iran but then went on to urbanisation that outpaced 
anything else at that time.

• They were not the people who wrote the Vedic literature:
• There is no horse in Harappa, 
• no cities in Rig Veda
• RV people ate barley while Harappans ate rice and wheat.
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Parameterization of Civilisation

Stag
es

Scale of complexity (0 to 4)

Writing Res. Agri Urbanis
ation

Technol
ogy

Transpo
rt

Money Density 
of pop

Integrat
ion

Stratific
ation

Total

Nomad 0 1 1 2 0 0 0 2 1 1 8

Barbari
an

0 2 2 2 1 1 1 2 1 2 14

Rural 1 3 3 3 2 2 1 3 2 3 23

Urban 3 4 4 4 4 3 3 4 4 4 37

Post 
Urban

1 3 3 2 2 2 2 2 2 2 21

2nd

Urban
4 4 4 4 4 3 4 4 4 4 39
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This could have been a result of any 
or all of the following:

1) Demographic pressure.
2) Sudden change in environment.
3) Failure to come up with new 

technology or ideology for 
reorganisation and 
improvement of quality of life.

Potential

Actual

At Saturation:
1) Demographic pressure is maximum
2) Resource availability is maximum
3) Demand on available technology is 

maximum

Script appears here
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Graph courtesy Kavita Gangal

Script appears here

Script disappears here
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We define 26 specific cultural parameters and assign 
them values during 4 phases.

Sl. 
No. Parameter Nomad Rural Urban

Post 
Urban

1 Environment 2 3 2 2

2 Agriculture 1 2 3 1

3 Animal_dom 1 2 3 1

4 Inter_comm 1 2 3 1

5 Writing 0 1 3 2

6 Info_storage 0 2 4 1

7 External_reln 0 2 3 1

8 Housing 1 2 4 1

9 Pop_den 2 3 4 2

10 Stratification 0 1 4 2

11 Integration 2 2 3 1

12 Money 0 2 4 1

13 Leadership 3 2 2 3

Sl. 
No. Parameter Nomad Rural Urban

Post 
Urban

14 Admin_tech 0 2 3 1

15 Religion 0 1 3 2

16 Exter_threat 1 3 2 3

17 Trade 0 1 4 2

18 Transport 1 1 4 2

19 Use_of_trans 2 2 4 3

20 Storage 1 2 3 1

21 Metal 1 2 3 4

22 Spcl_techs 1 2 3 1

23 Mathematics 0 1 3 2

24 Science 1 2 4 2

25 Health 1 2 3 2

26 Experts 1 3 4 2Harappan miniatures, culture, history and Harapan writing 38



High frequency links and evolution of cultures

NOMAD

SETTLED: 
FARMING URBAN

POST URBAN
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Urban phase all parameters
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Spread of the Civilisation
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v

v

v

v
v

Average distance between habitation sites tends to 
be clustered with peaks around:

1 group of distances less than 100 km, 
1 around 450 km 
1 around 500 km
1 700 km

Period 5000 – 3500 BC
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Spread of the Civilisation
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5000 – 3500 BC

3500 – 3000 BC

3000 – 2500 BC

2500 – 2000 BC

2000 – 1500 BC

Writing appears 
here

~200 km at the  peak

~700 km at the end

This gap arises from the 
need for catchment areas 
for urban centres.
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Middle East and Harappans

• the Middle East had been creating intricately designed 
terracotta pieces well before the Harappans

• However, there is no evidence of writing there – the only 
pieces with writing use Harappan Script.

• The writing there is on large clay tablets.

• They used circular pieces while Harappans almost 
exclusively preferred square or rectangular pieces.

• There are examples of Seals from West Asia with Harappan 
signs that have completely different grammar.

• Writing on seals is believed to have been transmitted from 
Harappa to West Asia (Laursen Arab. arch. epig. 2010: 21: 96–134 (2010))
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From the collection in British Museum from Babylonia
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What this tells

• It is clear that the Harappan Civilisation developed in isolated groups
and isolated development of the residential clusters.

• But these were clearly in close contact with each other.

• Yet the writing and other cultural parameters are highly standard 
with only a small variation from region to region.

• This indicates a high level of standardisation that demands 
standardised administration.

• This is not easy to achieve. How they achieved this is a dilemma. 
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Problems with decipherment
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The difficulties
• The problems with decipherment are manyfold

1. Writing is cryptic – there are no longer text and surprisingly few cases of the same 
writing. 

2. We don’t even know if it is linguistic and the underlying language if any, is unknown.

3. But syntax has the same flexibility as language.

4. The writing is highly standardised.

5. No bilingual text has been found.

6. We have no literary data (even from later memory) of the culture, its rulers etc.

7. There is no clear evidence of continuity between the Harappan and later cultures.

8. More than 100 attempts to assign ‘instinctive’ meaning to some signs as a starting 
point have all ended up with an internal contradiction.
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1.Burzahom
2.Mehrgarh
3.Harappa 
4.Kalibangan
5.Mohenjo Daro
6.Kot Diji
7.Amri
8.Balathal /Ahar
9.Dholavira
10.Rojdi
11.Rangpur
12.Surkotada
13.Prabhas Patan
14.Lothal
15.Oaimabad
16.Alamgirpur
17.Kayatha
18.Inamgaon
19.Songaon
20 Navdatoli
21Budihal/Watgal

22. Utnur
23. Maski
24. Sanganakallu
25. Brahmagiri
26. Hallur
27. Ramapuram
28. Paiyampalli
29. Narhan
30. Imlidih Khurd
31. Khairadih
22. Chirand
23. Koldihwa J Chopani
24. Mando J Mahagara
25. Taradih
26. Senuwar
27. Kunjhun
28. Pandu Rajar Dhibi
29. Kuchai
30. Golbai-Sasan
31. Atranjikhera
32. Jodhpura J 
33. Ganeshwar

34. Taradih

35. Senuwar

36. Kunjhun

37. Pandu Rajar Dhibi

38. Kuchai 

39. Golbai-Sasan

40. Atranjikhera

41. Jodhpura J Ganeshwar
J World Prehist (2006) 20:1–86
DOI 10.1007/s10963-006-9006-8
ORIGINAL PAPER
Agricultural Origins and Frontiers in South Asia: A Working Synthesis
Dorian Q. Fuller

While there is evidence of early movements, serious movement 
Happens only after iron is discovered around 1500 BC
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