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Introduction
This book explores one of the world’s earliest urban traditions: the civilization that
flourished along the Indus and its neighboring river systems during the third and early
second millennia BCE. Known today through sites such as Harappa and Mohenjo-daro,
the Indus world extended across a mosaic of plains, deserts, and foothills, linking
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farmers, craftspeople, herders, and traders into a landscape of towns and cities. While
its brick streets, standardized measures, and unmistakable seals have long captured
the imagination, the most exciting story is not a single discovery but the cumulative
impact of many new ones—fresh excavations, refined chronologies, and analytical
advances that illuminate everyday life and social organization in greater detail than
ever before.

Recent fieldwork and laboratory methods have transformed how we study the Indus.
Systematic regional surveys now map settlement hierarchies and shifting river
courses; satellite imagery, drone photogrammetry, and geophysics locate buried
streets and compounds without a single trench. Micromorphology, residue and use-
wear studies, and archaeobotanical and zooarchaeological analyses open windows
onto foodways and craft. Radiocarbon dating, often paired with Bayesian modeling,
tightens site sequences, while techniques such as optically stimulated luminescence
help date sediments that bracket human activity. Isotopic studies track mobility and
provisioning, and although the recovery of ancient DNA remains challenging in many
South Asian contexts, bioarchaeology still yields insights into health, diet, and life
histories.

These methods compel us to reassess older models of Indus urbanism. The once-
dominant image of a monolithic, centrally ruled state has given way to possibilities of
corporate governance, civic standardization, and neighborhood-level organization.
Architectural labels inherited from early excavations—“citadel,” “granary,” even some
supposed temples—are reexamined in light of new data on function, storage, and
public performance. Instead of treating Harappa and Mohenjo-daro as singular
archetypes, this book emphasizes variability: different city plans, differing roles for
craft quarters, and multiple ways that water, waste, and movement were managed
across sites and regions.

Craft production is central to this new picture. Across workshops large and small,
craftspeople transformed stone, shell, copper alloys, faience, and clay into
commodities that moved through local, regional, and interregional networks.
Beadmaking sequences reveal standardization and skill, yet also flexibility and
innovation. Kiln technologies, pyrotechnic installations, and raw-material sourcing
studies show how knowledge circulated between neighborhoods and across great
distances, linking coastal, riverine, and inland settlements in webs of exchange.

Equally important are the social textures of Indus life. Standardized weights and seals
suggest shared conventions, but households show diverse practices in cooking,
storage, and ornamentation. Burials are relatively sparse, yet mortuary, architectural,
and bioarchaeological evidence converge to illuminate identities, life stages, and
community belonging. The undeciphered script remains an enduring challenge;
however, by situating inscriptions in their archaeological contexts—sealings on goods,
impressions on clay tags, graffiti on ceramics—we can ask how writing participated in
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administration, memory, and movement without presuming a single political template.

This book also reframes the Indus within its environmental and regional settings.
Rivers migrated, monsoon patterns fluctuated, and people adapted. Urban
neighborhoods rose, reconfigured, and in some cases dispersed, not as a sudden
“collapse” but through transformations that produced the Late Harappan horizons. By
tracking resilience strategies—well fields and drains, storage solutions, diversified
subsistence—alongside risk—floods, droughts, and shifting channels—we gain a more
nuanced sense of how urban societies endure and change.

Archaeology is a collaborative endeavor, and this volume brings together site reports,
method chapters, and interpretive essays to build a synthesis that is both technical
and accessible. Each chapter pairs clear exposition of methods with case studies from
Harappa, Mohenjo-daro, and a range of lesser-known settlements, showing how local
discoveries revise big narratives. The pages that follow invite readers to weigh
evidence, scrutinize assumptions, and consider alternative models for governance,
economy, and belief. In doing so, Archaeology of the Indus aims to show not just what
we know, but how we know it—and why these ancient cities still matter for
understanding the possibilities of early urban South Asia.

CHAPTER ONE: Rediscovering the Indus: Histories of
Exploration and Debate
The story of the Indus Civilization, like many great archaeological narratives, begins
not with meticulous excavation, but with serendipitous encounters and the often-
unacknowledged labor of those who lived on the land. Before it was an "Indus
Civilization," before it was even properly recognized as an ancient urban culture, its
traces lay embedded in the soil, sometimes emerging as tantalizing fragments that
sparked curiosity, sometimes merely as impediments to modern construction. This
initial phase, stretching from the mid-19th century through the early 20th, set the
stage for later, more systematic inquiries, shaping the very questions archaeologists
would ask and the debates that would animate the field for decades.

One of the earliest recorded encounters with what we now identify as Indus material
comes from the accounts of Charles Masson, a deserter from the East India Company
army turned explorer. In the 1820s and 1830s, Masson traveled extensively through
the Punjab, documenting numerous mounds and ruins. While he was primarily
interested in collecting coins and mapping the itineraries of Alexander the Great, his
observations at Harappa in 1829 were remarkably prescient. He described a "ruined
brick castle" with high walls and towers, recognizing the antiquity and monumental
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scale of the site, though he had no inkling of the civilization it represented. His casual
notations, published later in his three-volume Narrative of Various Journeys in
Balochistan, Afghanistan, and the Panjab, were the first whispers of a lost urban world.

Masson’s observations, however, remained largely unnoticed by the wider scholarly
community for decades. It was left to the towering figure of Alexander Cunningham,
the first Director-General of the Archaeological Survey of India (ASI), to bring Harappa
into sharper focus. Cunningham visited Harappa in 1853 and again in 1856, and most
importantly, in 1872-73. His reports, initially published in the ASI’s annual volumes,
detailed his findings. He noted the vast quantities of ancient bricks being plundered
for the construction of the Lahore-Multan railway, a destructive practice that
unfortunately erased much valuable archaeological context. More significantly,
Cunningham recovered a unique artifact during his 1853 visit: a steatite seal with an
inscription and the image of a bull.

This seal, unlike anything known from contemporary Indian archaeology, immediately
intrigued Cunningham. He recognized its foreign character and its probable antiquity,
though he initially misattributed it to a non-Indian origin or speculated it might be a
Buddhist seal, connecting it to known historical periods. His subsequent visits yielded
more seals, further solidifying the mystery. Cunningham meticulously documented
these finds, including early sketches and descriptions, effectively publishing the first
official reports on what would later be understood as a hallmark of the Indus
Civilization. Yet, even with his sharp archaeological eye, the sheer scale and
distinctiveness of the culture remained elusive, partially due to the lack of
comparative material from other sites.

The turn of the 20th century saw increased attention to the prehistory of India, largely
spurred by the work of Sir John Marshall, who became Director-General of the ASI in
1902. Marshall, a classical archaeologist by training, brought a new level of
professionalism and systematic methodology to Indian archaeology. Under his
leadership, the ASI embarked on a series of significant excavations. While much of this
early work focused on historical Buddhist and Hindu sites, the seeds for the discovery
of the Indus Civilization were being sown.

One crucial figure in this unfolding narrative was Daya Ram Sahni, an Indian
archaeologist working under Marshall. In 1920-21, Sahni conducted more focused
excavations at Harappa, building upon Cunningham’s earlier work. His findings began
to suggest a deeper antiquity and a distinct cultural complex. He uncovered pottery
and other artifacts that differed significantly from known historical periods,
strengthening the case for a hitherto unknown civilization.

Meanwhile, another equally important site was coming to light further south, in Sindh.
R. D. Banerji, another Indian archaeologist with the ASI, was working at the Buddhist
stupa mound of Mohenjo-daro in 1919-20. His excavations revealed layers beneath the
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stupa containing what he initially believed to be prehistoric Indian pottery and seals
strikingly similar to those found by Cunningham and Sahni at Harappa. Banerji's initial
report was crucial, hinting at a wider distribution of this distinctive culture.

The critical moment of recognition arrived in 1924, when Marshall formally announced
the discovery of a new civilization in the Indus Valley in an article published in the 
Illustrated London News. This announcement, based on the comparative evidence
from Harappa and Mohenjo-daro, was a bombshell, pushing back the timeline of Indian
history by millennia and revealing an urban culture contemporaneous with ancient
Egypt and Mesopotamia. Marshall’s pronouncement drew immediate international
attention, captivating scholars and the public alike.

The initial interpretation of this newly discovered civilization was heavily influenced by
the prevailing archaeological paradigms of the time, particularly the focus on
diffusionism – the idea that major cultural innovations spread from a single center.
Given the spectacular discoveries in Mesopotamia and Egypt, it was perhaps
inevitable that early scholars sought to link the Indus Civilization to these established
"cradles of civilization." Marshall himself initially emphasized similarities with
Sumerian and Elamite cultures, leading to early theories of Mesopotamian influence on
Indus urbanism and technological development.

These early interpretations posited a relatively sudden appearance of urbanism in the
Indus Valley, often attributed to external stimuli. The idea of a "sudden emergence" of
a sophisticated urban culture, fully formed, rather than a gradual indigenous
development, fueled much of the early debate. The sheer scale and apparent
uniformity of the Indus sites, from the layout of cities to the standardized weights and
measures, also led to a widespread perception of a highly centralized, almost
monolithic empire, perhaps ruled by priest-kings, mirroring contemporary ideas about
ancient Near Eastern states.

One of the most enduring and debated aspects of the early interpretation was the
concept of the "Aryan invasion." Propounded by Mortimer Wheeler, who served as
Director-General of the ASI from 1944 to 1948, this theory linked the decline of the
Indus Civilization to the arrival of Indo-Aryan-speaking peoples from the west.
Wheeler, a charismatic and influential figure, marshaled archaeological evidence,
including alleged fortifications and evidence of violence at Mohenjo-daro, to support
his thesis. He famously declared, "Indra stands accused of the destruction of the Indus
cities." This theory, while now largely discredited in its original form, profoundly
shaped the understanding of the Indus for decades and became intertwined with later
political and cultural narratives in South Asia.

The "Aryan invasion" theory, however, was not without its detractors even in its
heyday. Subsequent research and more nuanced interpretations of the archaeological
record began to chip away at its foundations. The supposed evidence for massacres at
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Mohenjo-daro was re-evaluated, with many scholars arguing that the scattered
skeletons did not represent a single catastrophic event but rather opportunistic burials
or natural deaths. Furthermore, the chronology of the supposed Aryan migration was
increasingly seen as not aligning neatly with the decline of the Mature Harappan
phase.

Post-independence, Indian and Pakistani archaeologists played an increasingly
prominent role in Indus research. The partition of British India in 1947 placed the two
largest and most significant Indus sites, Harappa and Mohenjo-daro, within Pakistan,
while a substantial portion of the Indus cultural zone lay in India. This geographical
division led to the development of distinct archaeological traditions and research
priorities in both countries, though collaborative projects continued and indeed
flourished at various points.

In Pakistan, scholars like F.A. Khan and later Ahmad Hasan Dani continued to excavate
and publish on Harappan sites, expanding the known geographical extent of the
civilization. In India, archaeologists like S.R. Rao and B.B. Lal embarked on extensive
explorations, particularly in Gujarat and Rajasthan, unearthing numerous new sites
that greatly diversified the understanding of Indus settlement patterns and regional
variations. These discoveries challenged the early focus solely on the "big two" sites
and revealed a much richer tapestry of cultural expression across the vast Indus
realm.

The latter half of the 20th century witnessed a gradual but significant shift in
archaeological approaches. There was a move away from purely historical-narrative
interpretations towards more processual and scientific methodologies. New dating
techniques, such as radiocarbon dating, provided more precise chronologies, allowing
for a better understanding of the developmental stages of the Indus Civilization. The
emphasis shifted from simply describing artifacts to understanding the processes that
led to urbanism, craft specialization, and social complexity.

This period also saw the introduction of ecological and environmental studies into
Indus archaeology. Scholars began to investigate the relationship between human
settlements and their natural surroundings, including river systems, climate patterns,
and resource availability. The realization that the Ghaggar-Hakra river system, often
identified with the Sarasvati River of Vedic texts, was a major artery of the Indus
Civilization, added another layer of complexity to the environmental debates. The
shifting courses of these rivers and their potential impact on urban centers became a
significant area of inquiry, challenging previous notions of static environments.

The late 20th and early 21st centuries have been characterized by an explosion of
new research and theoretical advancements. International collaborations, involving
scholars from Europe, North America, and South Asia, have brought diverse
perspectives and cutting-edge technologies to the field. These collaborations have
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been instrumental in moving beyond older, often Eurocentric, models and fostering a
more nuanced, evidence-based understanding of the Indus.

A key aspect of this recent shift has been a critical re-evaluation of the concept of the
"state" in the Indus context. The absence of monumental temples, obvious royal
palaces, or unambiguous evidence of a single ruling dynasty, so prevalent in Egypt
and Mesopotamia, led many scholars to question whether the Indus Civilization truly
fits the mold of a centralized, coercive state. Instead, alternative models of social
organization, such as corporate governance, heterarchy, and community-based
decision-making, have gained traction. This debate is central to understanding the
unique political and social landscape of the Indus.

The enduring fascination with the Indus script also merits mention in any history of
exploration. From Cunningham’s initial recovery of the first seal to the present day,
the undeciphered script has captivated researchers and the public. Numerous
attempts at decipherment have been made, some more fanciful than others, but to
date, no universally accepted decipherment has emerged. The script remains a
tantalizing enigma, a barrier to direct access to the thoughts and narratives of the
Indus people, yet also a powerful symbol of their distinctive cultural identity. The
debates surrounding the script—whether it represents a language, a system of
mnemonic devices, or something else entirely—continue to be a lively area of
research.

In essence, the history of Indus archaeology is a dynamic journey from initial chance
discoveries to systematic exploration, from grand, often speculative, theories to more
empirically grounded and nuanced interpretations. It is a story of evolving methods,
shifting paradigms, and the ongoing collaborative effort of generations of
archaeologists to piece together the fragments of a remarkable past. This rich history
of inquiry and debate forms the intellectual bedrock upon which contemporary
research, as presented in the following chapters, is built.

This is a sample preview. Purchase the book to read the full content.
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