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Session 4
The Indus Valley Civilisation (IVC)

Cities that traded widely grew up along the rivers of the Indus and Ghagghar-Hakra, nowadays mainly in Pakistan but also in India.

Western interest in studying the distant past of the Indian subcontinent grew alongside the study of linguistics. The existence of a common language family, now called the Indo-European language group, was first suggested by William Jones in the 18th century. Jones learned and studied Sanskrit and was astonished at its similarity with his native Welsh.

By the early 19th century German universities in particular were excelling in Sanskrit studies, and ancient Indian culture and beliefs such as Buddhism became part of Europe’s intellectual scene. Some western scholars were inspired to explore in India and the Himalayas for early evidence of Buddhist culture. However, while they had a good understanding of Buddhism, they had no concept that earlier cultures had existed, and so couldn’t categorise certain finds as anything other than ‘not Buddhist’.
In the 1870s, the first description of an artefact as ‘from a civilisation older than Buddhism’ was published. This was a small steatite seal, which had been found some years earlier. The question of ‘how much older’ than Buddhism took another 50 years to get towards an answer.

By the 1870s railway building was going ahead in British-ruled India, and ‘old sites’ were noted as being a free source of good quality fired bricks. Consequently many sites were looted. An archaeological survey team was created in India, and under British then Indian directorship the task of recognising all important sites in the subcontinent commenced.
Aside from looting of sites, preservation conditions in the IVC area have not enabled wood, textile or other organic fibres to survive. In this regard it resembles conditions in Mesopotamia.
John Marshall, one of the survey directors, excavated at Mohenjo-Daro, Harappa and Taxila (among many other places), and in the first decade of the 20th century excavtions returned astounding discoveries of ancient planned cities, a writing system, beautifully crafted jewellery and statuary. 
On the basis of perceived similarities, Marshall placed these cities as being contemporary to ancient Sumer. Because a date-system for ancient Sumer had been built up from textual studies, there was therefore a broad understanding that the IVC was a Bronze Age civilisation. 

Archaeologists of Marshall’s time used comparison techniques to provide finer dating. This is called ‘relative dating’, and it relies on similar events leaving similar strata of evidence across multiple sites. It had worked well for Roman archaeology! But in the IVC area it was harder to apply and resulted in overlapping chronologies based on individual sites, but with no clear-cut overall pattern.
The arrival of ‘absolute dating’ techniques, such as carbon-14 dating and thermoluminescence, has provided a better chronology, showing that the IVC cities had a long period of emergence dating before 3000 BCE, were at their peak around 2600 BCE, and entered a long period of decline from 1900 BCE resulting in abandonment and the collapse of local urban life around 1200 BCE.

Because the IVC script is still undeciphered, we do not have a steer as to what kind of connections it had with surrounding languages. In addition, it has become bound up with the ethnic and political rifts in modern society in the Indian subcontinent. The ancient Sanskrit texts (Vedic texts) make reference to a group called ‘Arya’ and a warrior elite. The adoption of ‘Aryan’ by racist politics has complicated studies of the IVC, with an unproven assumption being given air-time that aggressive Aryan invasions from the north wiped out the IVC.
The pattern of languages used in the subcontinent can be seen on the map below.
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The two main language groups are the ones that derive from an Indo-European root (green-yellow, often called ‘the Hindi Belt’) and those that belong to the Dravidian group (grey-blue). Dravidian is at present considered a ‘language isolate’, that is, is bears no relation to any other world language group. Scholars do not know as yet if the ancient script of the IVC belongs in either of these groups. 
It’s also worth noting that the official language of a zone is not necessarily the language spoken by most of the population. The point of contention that this brings to the fore in IVC studies, is the hypothesis that the IVC script was used by an elite class of outsiders – worse still, that urban culture was therefore introduced to the area from, say, Mesopotamia! Oh the horror! 
If one thing unifies the modern factions of the subcontinent, it is the suggestion that they could not have devised their own civilisation.
The arrival of DNA studies has provided further insight into the ancient population structure of India. In 2017 an international team assembled and analysed over 350 DNA samples from ancient skeletons. These ranged in time from 5600 – 1 BCE, and in location from southern India to Kazakhstan. 
The results show:

· From the very distant past India had a human population of farmers and hunter-gatherers – now called Ancestral South Indian or ASI

· By 4000 BCE people in northern India had some steppe heritage as well as their ancient DNA inheritance – this new DNA profile is termed Ancestral North Indian or ANI

· Grain-growing spread into India from Iran at this date

· There have been repeated migrations across the Himalayan mountain corridor since 4000 BCE

· The Indo-European language must have arrived as part of this process, but DNA doesn’t suggest anything further about when this happened
· Over time, more people across the north and west of the subcontinent inherited the ANI profile, and more in the south and east inherited the ASI profile. The DNA doesn’t reflect on how that happened.

· It is not a picture of total division between ANI and ASI. Pockets of ANI are found in south India, and pockets of ASI are found in north, even in 21st century

