© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

Contents

Scholarly Conventions.........ccceceeenicunnicvnicrinieeeceeceeenens vii
Starting POINts........cccovviiiiiiiniiiiccccces xi

1. Indus Valley Civilization, 2600-1900 BCE ........c.cccccevuvivrnieurennee. 1
2. Ancient Migrants and Vedic Practices .........ccccocovuveuveeivernivcrneennncnn. 17
3. Building and Renouncing Cities, 550-325 BCE.........ccccoceveurunnee. 35
4. Ashoka’s Mauryan Empire ..., 55
5. Mahabharata: A Tale of Ancient India .......cccccoouvvuviviiciniiinninnnes 75
6. South Asians Traveling, 200 BCE-300 CE........ccccccoveevuniereurecnnn. 95
7. Inequality, Pleasure, and Power in Early India.......ccccoouccuniuenncence 115
8. India in the World, ca. 700 CE ........ccccoouveuniirmcinicinieiciricineencnaes 139
9. Medieval South India......c..cccocuviiininiviiniciniiciicnicccaes 159
10. Indo-Persian Rule and Culture, 1190-1350.........cccceceuveuricrriunnnce. 181
11. The Long Fifteenth Century.........c.cccceeeeurvcernevccrrenccrnecenreeeen. 201
12. Seeking God or Fame, 1500-1550........cccceeeeurureeurmriereureerrenccnennes 223
13. Ordinary and Extraordinary Lives in Early Modern India .......243
14. Religious Communities and Elite Culture, 1600-1650............... 267
15. Aurangzeb’s Empire and Two Shudra Lineages.........c.cccoovvcunnee 289
16. Regional Flourishing, 1720—1780........ccccccvuneerrerererrencrerrererenrecenn. 313
17. Company Bahadur ..o 333
v

For general queries, contact info@press.princeton.edu



vi

18.
19.
20.
21.

22.
23.
24.

© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

Contents

Sepoy Rebellion and Dawn of the British Raj.........ccccceccucuncce.
Knowing India and Indians, 1860-1900 ..........ccceveerrunerereurerennn.
Indians on the Move, 1880-1920 .........cccccvuururiricicincincrncnncinennes

Advocating for Independence, Nationalism,
and Equal Rights ..o

Dividing India in 1947 ..o
New Nation-States, 1947-1990.........ccccoceuerrrrirrerininrnicienieiennns
Everyday Life in Contemporary South Asia.........cccccvuuvucuninnncs

Afterword: NOW ...t
HiStoriography.....c.ccocceecurnicrnnecneecieecseciceeeseseese e
GlOSSATY .. e

THustrations and SOUICES «..c.veeeeeeeeeeeeeeee e eree e eeeeeeenes

For general queries, contact info@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

Indus Valley
Civilization,
26001900 BCE

May the land of Meluhha load precious desirable carnelian,
mes wood of Magan, and the best abba wood into large
ships for you.

—"Enki and Ninhursag,” Mesopotamia (Sumerian), ca. 2000 BCE'

In 2000 BCE, the most populous cities on earth thrived in northwest-
ern India within a society called Meluhha by ancient Mesopotamians.>
Today, most prefer the name “Indus Valley Civilization” for this ancient
South Asian culture that flourished from 2600 to 1900 BCE and was cen-
tered partly around the Himalayan-fed Indus River.> We do not know
what the Indus Civilization inhabitants called themselves, because we
cannot decipher their writing. But, through archaeology, we have re-
covered much about how the Indus people—ancient India’s first city
builders—Ilived, including their trade relations with ancient Mesopota-
mia. I cover highlights of India’s first urbanization here, preceded by
an account of how people came to populate the subcontinent in the
first place and began to farm and domesticate animals. I close with
the collapse of the Indus Valley Civilization by 1700 BCE, after which
Indus cities were soon covered by dust. The ancient Indus Civilization
constitutes an early flourishing of Indian urbanization and mercantile
prosperity, which built upon thousands of years of human ingenuity and
lifestyle changes.
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2 India

First Indians

Humans initially populated the Indian subcontinent through waves
of migrations. They hailed from Africa, as we all did originally, with
the first homo sapiens setting foot on subcontinental soil as early as
120,000 years ago.* These initial migrants left no surviving lineage, how-
ever.’ The first people from whom modern Indians are partially de-
scended (i.e., the first Indians) arrived in South Asia maybe 65,000 years
ago.® They were succeeded by numerous other eastward-moving groups
in subsequent millennia (e.g., the first farmers ca. 7000 BCE, Indo-
European speakers ca. 1500 BCE that are discussed in chapter 2, and so
forth). As migrants, the first Indians anchored South Asia, even in its
prehistory era, as connected with other parts of the world.

The first Indians experienced a subcontinent rather different than it
appears to modern people today. Many food items we take for granted
as important to South Asian cuisines and cultures were unknown in pre-
historic India, including dominant varieties of wheat, barley, and sugar-
cane; all new world crops (e.g., potatoes, tomatoes, and chilis); and
maybe even sandalwood.” When ancient migrants first arrived in the
northwestern subcontinent, there were neither cities nor farming, and
they survived as hunter-gatherers.®

Still, the first Indians encountered one thing that remains familiar
in our time: the annual monsoon. Every spring and summer, water evap-
orates from South Asia’s surrounding oceans, aided by rising tempera-
tures. The moisture is moved north by winds and trapped by the high
mountain peaks of the Himalayas, a towering range created by the geo-
logical collision of two tectonic plates fifty million years ago and still
rising every year. The water cools and condenses as it is pushed upward,
forming clouds that roll back across South Asia, dumping torrential sum-
mer rains in an annual pattern.” South Asian monsoons have fluctuated
in volume through the eras, but the basic phenomenon has been expe-
rienced by all humans who have made the subcontinent their home.

Archaeological evidence is meagre for the first 110,000 years of
human habitation in India, until about 7000 BCE. That dearth of mate-
rial explains why so many scholars, me included, talk around prehistory,
about weather and the like. Still, even the scant archaeological record
furnishes evidence of two trends: people continued moving around, pop-
ulating various corners of South Asia, and they made art. For example,
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people inhabited Bhimbetka, a site near Bhopal in central India, probably
100,000 years ago and lived there frequently thereafter, if not necessar-
ily continuously.'® As early as 10,000 BCE, Bhimbetka inhabitants carved
impressions on cave walls and rock shelters, and they painted red im-
ages of humans and wild animals, including hunting.! Humans arrived
in Sri Lanka maybe 35,000 years ago as per skeletal evidence found in
caves on the island, and they made adornments such as shell beads as
early as 25,000 years ago."

Between 7000 and 2500 BCE, numerous Indian communities began
to farm and domesticate animals. These shifts toward sedentary life came
on the heels of worldwide climate change as the last ice age ended about
12,000 years ago and the earth began to warm.” Pollen trapped within
lake sediment records the intertwined stories of climate change and
farming, proffering clear evidence that the two converged temporally."
Among India’s first farmers were people who probably imported agri-
cultural technology developed in Western Asia’s fertile crescent. They,
perhaps alongside groups who had lived on the subcontinent for longer,
cultivated cereals such as barley and wheat at Mehrgarh in Balochistan
(modern-day Pakistan) before 6000 BCE."> Over the next several
millennia, numerous discrete communities across the subcontinent—
including in southern India, eastern India, Gujarat, and the Gangetic
Basin—cultivated crops on their own, especially indigenous millets and
rice.! Material evidence indicates a roughly parallel pattern of multiple
origins for domesticated animals in South Asia, with the earliest being
goats, sheep, and cattle.

The move toward sedentary life—radical in the history of human ex-
periences up until that point—enabled denser living conditions for
some Indians and gave rise to early trade networks beyond South Asia.
At Mehrgarh, people built multiroom houses in 5000 BCE or even earlier,
painting the external walls red or with red, white, and black geometric
patterns.” Early inhabitants of Mehrgarh crafted human and animal clay
figurines, threw pottery on wheels, and performed dental work, such as
molar crowns.”® Some Indian communities figured out that they had
natural resources for which others would pay handsomely, such as the
brilliant blue gemstone lapis lazuli mined in Badakhshan (northeastern
Afghanistan). We are not clear who exactly exported it, but Badakhshan-
sourced lapis lazuli had reached Tepe Gawra on the Tigris River as early
as 4100 BCE and was relatively common in Mesopotamia by 3550 BCE.”
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4 India

By 3300 BCE, proto-cities began to emerge in South Asia, generally
tied to the Indus River. These served as important predecessors to the
large-scale urban centers of the Indus Valley Civilization 700 years later.
For instance, Rehman Dheri was established around 3300 BCE, with a
fortification wall, town planning, and perhaps a population of several
thousand.?® Founded roughly contemporaneously, Kot Diji in Sindh also
lay along a branch of the Indus River and has become synonymous for
a pre-Indus or early Indus Civilization.”» At many sites, even before
2600 BCE, northwestern Indians developed early versions of things that
later became central to Indus culture, including seals, pottery techniques,
and a standard ratio for bricks.?? It is critical to cognize that the Indus
Civilization built on earlier foundations, stretching back millennia in the
case of domesticated agriculture and centuries regarding definitional
design elements and cultural features. Still, the scale of the Indus Valley
Civilization—in both its largest cities and its broader cultural complex—
were new as of around 2600 BCE and are worth setting apart.

India’s First City Builders

The Indus Valley Civilization flourished in the northwestern subconti-
nent for 700 years (2600-1900 BCE). I focus in the next section on the
Indus Civilization’s economic position amid other river-based, urban
Asian cultures of its day and in the section thereafter on its decline, dat-
ing to roughly 1900-1700 BCE. Here I outline the breadth of the Indus
Civilization and key features of life, especially for its city dwellers who
enjoyed an urban lifestyle without precedent in South Asian history.
These early urbanites depended on a far larger rural population for their
food, and so—as is still true today—sustained agriculture enabled cit-
ies. Still, urban dwellings set the Indus people apart, as a civilization
(a word cognate with city), and so I focus here on life for South Asia’s
first city dwellers.

The Indus Valley Civilization stretched across roughly one million
square kilometers, with urban sites clustered along three bodies of water:
the Indus River, the (now largely dried-up) Ghaggar-Hakra River that
ran roughly parallel a bit east, and the Arabian Sea along the Gujarat
coastline.”® All three areas were different than they appear today. The
Indus River ran a different course in parts, the Ghaggar-Hakra was a ro-
bust river, and the Gujarat coast was more extensive than at present.*
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The Indus Civilization’s biggest cities lay along the Indus River, includ-
ing its three largest known urban centers: Mohenjo Daro, Harappa, and
Lakhanjo Daro, which, at their heights, each housed tens of thousands
of people.? Other cities were a fraction of the size, such as Dholavira in
Gujarat (less than half of Mohenjo Daro’s extent) as well as Rakhigarhi
and Ganweriwala (both along the Ghaggar-Hakra River).?® The Indus
Civilization also included numerous smaller urban centers and towns,
including trade outposts such as Lothal in Gujarat and Sutkagen Dor in
Balochistan (near modern-day Pakistan’s border with Iran).” Dozens of
Indus sites have been excavated, although some remain nearly untouched
(e.g., Lakhanjo Daro, which is largely located beneath the modern Pa-
kistani city of Sukkur). All Indus sites shared certain features that mark
them as part of a civilizational complex.

The Indus Civilization people erected cities, big and small, with well
laid out streets and remarkable construction. They used consistently
sized bricks and generally aligned their roads along the cardinal direc-
tions. Some major thoroughfares were quite broad, whereas streets in
residential areas were so narrow you could touch the homes on either
side as you walked. Houses were sometimes organized around court-
yards, had multiple rooms, and stood up to two stories tall. Whether by
design or organic usage, Indus cities often had discrete areas for specific
crafts. Big cities also maintained some larger buildings, although their
purposes remain uncertain with theories ranging from storage units to
town halls.?® People sometimes moved hundreds of kilometers from
home to live in bustling metropolises like Harappa (figure 1.1).%

Indus city builders were highly skilled at managing water, an impor-
tant aspect of all urban planning and a cultural focus for this civiliza-
tion. Each city developed its own method of ensuring drinking water for
its populace, with Dholavira’s residents using cisterns and reservoirs
to collect rainwater while Mohenjo Daro residents dug wells every
few houses. Today, some of Mohenjo Daro’s wells are deceptive to view,
standing high like towers due to excavation to levels further down. An
unusual feature of Mohenjo Daro is the Great Bath, a tank measuring
12 meters by 7 meters that was watertight and filled by either rainwater
or buckets. We do not know its purpose. But whether it served a practi-
cal function as a reservoir or a religious one as a ritual bathing site, it
was surely of civic importance and underscores the centrality of water
in Indus society.*

For general queries, contact info@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

6 India

Figure 1.1. Mound “F" excavation at Harappa, ca. 2450 BCE, Punjab,

Pakistan.

Some city residents enjoyed private indoor bathrooms, including at
Mohenjo Daro and Harappa, and the facilities were remarkable for the
time, even while they had their downsides. The Indus peoples con-
structed their bathroom floors to be watertight, and some gently sloped
downward for drainage to city streets. Also, some Indus Civilization
bathrooms featured pots sunk into the ground that required regular
cleaning, what we call “manual scavenging” in South Asia today. Cer-
tainly, such facilities were convenient for the elites, although less so for
those (whether workers, servants, or slaves) who cleaned these latrines.
And Indus cities likely stank of raw sewage, especially in hot summers.*

Signs of social hierarchy abound in the Indus Valley Civilization, in-
cluding in city planning. Many Indus Civilization cities were walled,
and while some walls served defensive purposes, others enforced social
segregation. Large cities like Mohenjo Daro, Harappa, and Dholavira
each comprised several discrete walled areas inhabited by distinct pop-
ulations.” The gate to each area was often narrow, which signals a high
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degree of civil control regarding the movement of people.** Some groups
lived just outside of Indus city walls, and they often had a poorer qual-
ity of life in comparison to their better-off brethren within the city proper.
For instance, one archaeologist conducted an in-depth study of discarded
animal bones at Gola Dhoro, a small Indus Civilization site in Gujarat.
He found diet differences between residents within and beyond the walls
for significant stretches of time, with the city dwellers enjoying a richer
diet consisting of more fish and mutton (both ate beef).**

We remain in the dark regarding the bases of social stratification in
the Indus Valley Civilization. Did they discriminate based on ancestry,
wealth, gender, skin color, language, religion, sexual orientation, age, or
some combination thereof? Maybe they disregarded all of these, which
are preoccupations of our times, and cared about other factors instead.
At present, there is no way to know. Even without recovering the terms
of their social organization, a hierarchy is evident in the material record
and worth emphasizing here for two reasons. One, many features of life
in the Indus Valley Civilization—such as wearing nice jewelry and hav-
ing personal seals (both discussed next)—were not enjoyed equally by
all inhabitants. We ought to be precise when we speak about elites and
see how their lifestyle was enabled by unequal access to resources. Two,
some have tended to idealize the Indus Civilization as egalitarian in ways
that, to my eyes, project modern fantasies onto the past.*> I seek to avoid
rose-tinted glasses in my attempt to recover the Indus Valley Civiliza-
tion and indeed the rest of South Asian history.

Indus Civilization people excelled in numerous crafts, which are no-
table for their artistry and as indicative of economic flourishing. They
made distinctive jewelry, including orange and red carnelian beads etched
with white designs and shell bangles crafted with a specialized bronze
saw.*® Some artists crafted animal and human figurines, with the two most
famous being from Mohenjo Daro. A white steatite rock sculpture depicts
a bearded man with adornments on his forehead and right arm and a dec-
orated cloth slung over his left shoulder, measuring at around 7 inches tall
(it may have been bigger originally).” Standing even shorter, at about 5
inches, a bronze statue shows a naked girl wearing a necklace and dozens
of bangles, one hand poised on her hip in what some see as dancing.’®
Other celebrated Indus Civilization sculptures include terracotta carts
and boats that were perhaps children’s toys.** Animals, too, appear on
Indus art items, especially seals that merit further discussion.
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Figure 1.2. Indus Civilization unicorn seal and modern impression,
2600-1900 BCE, Punjab, Pakistan, steatite stone and clay, 3.8 x3.8x1cm.

Several thousand Indus Civilization seals—fired stones measuring
1to 5 centimeters square or rectangular—are known today. The seals typ-
ically feature an animal, design, or a few characters of writing, and make
a positive imprint when pressed on clay or another soft surface.*” There
are also a handful of cylindrical seals that work similarly. We cannot read
the Indus script, and we are also unclear about the meaning of the most
common animal on seals: a mythical unicorn (figure 1.2).* Unicorns
appear on seals throughout the entire time span of the Indus Civiliza-
tion and in terracotta figurines.** They are among the features that
mark this civilization as distinct from later Indian cultures, in which
unicorns are rare.

Even while we remain uncertain what, exactly, Indus seal iconogra-
phy like the unicorn meant, we have a decent sense of how the seals were
likely used. People carried Indus seals around, as evidenced by a semi-
circular boss on the back of many for threading a cord. Indus seals have
been found as far away as Mesopotamia. At Indus Civilization sites, seals
are often discovered clustered in certain areas, such as in markets and
around gateways, and they have also been found in some houses and not
others.® A small concentration of seal impressions was found in Lothal,
a trading outpost.** Collectively, these patterns suggests that seals may
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have enabled access to specific urban areas, for some people, and facili-
tated trade. They were produced by specialist workshops in Indus cities
(especially at Mohenjo Daro and Harappa, where the vast majority have
been found) and seem to have been regulated by Indus elites. In brief,
Indus seals set their users apart from others within their society.

Indus Civilization people also distinguished themselves internally
through death rituals, even if we have a poor understanding of this. For
instance, some groups were buried with shell bangles, whereas other
were not.* Archaeologists have unearthed burial sites from across the
Indus Civilization, although they have not found the number of burials
one would expect within the world’s most populous ancient civilization.
The most likely explanation is the simplest one: many Indus people prob-
ably cremated their dead. Still, the relatively few burials we have found
demonstrate inequality in death, likely reflecting inequality in life.

There are many things we do not know regarding the Indus Valley
Civilization, including their governments, religions, languages, and
warfare tactics. Many archaeologists have speculated on these Indus
Civilization unknowns, but I decline to recount their various theories
here because all are necessarily premised on perilously thin evidence.*®
Still, two things are important to note regarding Indus Civilization un-
knowns and theories thereof. First, a lack of excavated surviving stone
structures does not constitute evidence for a historical absence. For
instance, we have found no huge tombs for rulers at Indus sites, on
the scale of the gigantic pyramids made for roughly contemporary
Egyptian pharaohs. One might see it as prudent to not divert massive
resources to constructing royal tombs, no doubt at the expense of ev-
eryday people, but, critically, we do not know whether the Indus peoples
did this or not. We only know that we cannot identify any funerary
structures at present, for which there are many possible explanations
other than that they never existed (e.g., they did not survive, are unex-
cavated, or are presently misidentified). Two, we should not assume a
static or singular nature for Indus Civilization unknowns. For example,
the Indus peoples may well have had multiple successive governments,
since few states survive for 700 years, or there may have been coexisting
rulers in different areas. Indus society was likely religiously and linguis-
tically diverse, given that pluralism in these areas is a persistent trend in
South Asian history.
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Undeciphered Script of the Indus Valley Civilization

A corpus of several thousand Indus Civilization objects bear writing,
demonstrating hundreds of discrete script symbols. Still, Indus script ex-
amples are all brief and undeciphered. The vast majority of examples of
the Indus script are a symbol or two in length, and the longest piece of
surviving Indus writing is only seventeen symbols long.4” Most known
specimens of the Indus script are on seals, which are a few centimeters.
The physically largest example of Indus writing is a 3-meter signboard
of ten symbols (one of them repeats four times) found at Dholavira. We
have no bilingual or bi-scriptal writing that includes the Indus script
(e.q., like the Rosetta Stone that repeats the same edict in Greek, Demaotic,
and ancient Egyptian Hieroglyphics and thereby enabled archaeolo-
gists to decode Hieroglyphics). There have been dozens of claims to
have cracked the Indus script in print over the last 150 years (and at
least one forgery to get the job done“®), but none are widely accepted
or convincing.

Deciphering the Indus script is an alluring prize given what access
to writing has enabled us to learn about other ancient cultures. But we
have a severe handicap when it comes to decoding the Indus script, since
we do not know what language or languages the Indus Civilization
people spoke or wrote. We do not even know what family tree (or trees)
their language (or languages) belonged to nor whether their languages
have known descendants today. Some have speculated about the Indus
Civilization language tree(s), with Dravidian and Munda being the best
guesses, but there is no conclusive historical evidence at present.*® Many
scholars believe the Indus script to be multilingual, similar to Cuneiform
script that was used to write Sumerian and Akkadian, which further
complicates decoding efforts.>® Frustrated by a meagre archive, some
propose that the full script has not survived.”

A minority of scholars propose that the Indus script does not rep-
resent language at all but rather consists of non-linguistic signs.>? This
theory sees the “script” as likely a mixture of personal and professional
identifications and talismanic symbols, akin (to resort to modern
examples) to a swirl of logos, coats of arms, and emojis. The idea has
gained little traction beyond its original proposers. We know certain
things about the Indus script, such as that it was usually written from right
to left. Some seals contain smushed characters on the left as the scribe
ran out of room.*? That might offer a beginning for decrypting, but there
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remains no decisive evidence or scholarly consensus regarding whether
the Indus script represents a language, languages, or non-linguistic
communication.

Many historians hold out hope that the Indus script will be decoded
someday, despite the obstacles that currently seem insurmountable. But,
even if we can one day read what the Indus peoples wrote, we have only
short bursts of writing from them and no texts beyond seventeen char-
acters. As a result, even if we do decipher the Indus script, material
evidence will likely remain our bedrock for analyzing the Indus Valley
Civilization. We are fortunate to have good chances of further archaeo-
logical discoveries given that many Indus Valley sites are only partially
excavated, such as Mohenjo Daro, and the vast majority remain unexca-
vated entirely.

Indus Civilization in a Global Context

The Indus Valley Civilization was one of the four centers of the ancient
world, alongside Egypt, Mesopotamia, and China. The Indus Civiliza-
tion was geographically larger than Mesopotamia and Egypt combined
and probably significantly more populated.”* It also coexisted with other
slightly smaller civilizational structures on or near the subcontinent.
For instance, the Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Complex flourished
between 2300 and 1900 BCE (and perhaps a few centuries later too)
around the Oxus River in northern Afghanistan. Indus peoples con-
nected through commercial and travel networks with these cultures and
others, especially Mesopotamia.

Indus peoples cultivated a bustling trade of imports, exports, and
goods that they re-exported. For instance, Indus traders imported lapis
lazuli from Afghanistan, often exporting it to Mesopotamia and (per-
haps through other intermediaries) to Egypt, where it was used for jew-
elry and pharaonic funeral masks. Indus peoples imported turquoise
from Central Asia and probably copper from Oman.*® Indus beads were
widely sought after and may have inspired similar styles in China.”” To
measure these items—and perhaps goods harder to glimpse in the ar-
chaeological record such as spices and grains—Indus traders used stan-
dardized cubical weights. These weights were often fashioned from stone
mined in Upper Sindh’s Rohri Hills.*® They have been found across the
Indus Civilization and as far afield as Mesopotamia.*
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The Indus Civilization’s largest transregional trading partner was
Mesopotamia. A ca. 2300 BCE inscription of Sargon, founder of the
Akkadian Empire, lists ships traveling to his realm from far away, with the
furthest land named as Meluhha (i.e., the Indus Valley Civilization).5
Despite the distance, the scale of Indus-Mesopotamian trade was likely
quite large, including both sea and land routes.®! Indus peoples exported
sesame oil, timber, beads, animals, lapis lazuli, and more to their Meso-
potamian contemporaries. Indus Civilization carnelian beads have been
found at the royal cemetery at Ur (ca. 2600-2550 BCE, in modern-day
Iraq), material proof for ancient Sumerian texts that speak of “precious
desirable carnelian” coming from Meluhha (see the chapter epigraph).®
A few centuries later, Sumerian texts speak of “slabs of lapis lazuli” com-
ing from the east (lapis was mined in Afghanistan).®® We are uncertain
what the Indus Civilization imported from Mesopotamia in exchange
for such riches, perhaps raw materials or other things that would not
leave a clear archaeological record.®*

People, too, traveled west from the Indus Valley Civilization to
Mesopotamia. Some Indus Civilization people perhaps worked as inter-
preters in Mesopotamia, with a cylindrical seal bearing the identification
“Shu-ilishu, Meluhha interpreter”® The existence of an interpreter im-
plies there were Indians working in other capacities in Mesopotamia,
perhaps as traders. Indeed, an Akkadian text from ca. 2300 BCE men-
tions Lu-Sunzida, a “man of Meluhha” who paid in silver to fix a broken
tooth.%¢ Several dozen Indus seals have been found in Mesopotamian
cities, presumably carried there by their ancient Indian users.®” Ancient
Mesopotamians also used seals, although in different ways than their In-
dian counterparts.®®

Tracing cultural influences is a dicey proposition, especially for an-
cient history, but there are limited indications that aspects of the Indus
Civilization were informed by cultures further west. Specifically, the
Indus Civilization bears marks of Elamite culture, which flourished in
west and southwest Persia in the third millennium BCE. Proto-Elamite
script remains the best candidate for any known connection with the
undeciphered Indus script.® More convincing is that Indus peoples
adapted certain mythical ideas from Elamite traditions, whether they
learned about them firsthand or through intermediaries. For instance,
a famous seal from the Indus Valley Civilization depicts a known Eur-
asian deity, “lord of the animals,” who sits cross-legged with a “bulg-
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ing loincloth knot” and a horned headdress.”® The depiction is similar
to proto-Elamite seals, including the seated position.” Such borrow-
ings also involved local adaptations, and in this case Indus peoples sub-
stituted what is typically a bull or bison headdress on proto-Elamite
seals with a headdress from a water buffalo, an important animal in
Indus culture.

In being open to outside influences and cultivating robust trade con-
nections, the Indus Civilization people foreshadowed many subsequent
Indian communities. Put another way, trends of Indians seeking tran-
sregional contact far outlived the Indus Valley Civilization. But this spe-
cific large-scale culture fell apart in the second millennium BCE, and
I turn next to the evidence of its foundering and debates about possible
causes.

Indus Civilization Collapse

The Indus Valley Civilization declined—meaning its cities lost popula-
tion, saw a decrease in the quality of urban life, and were ultimately
largely abandoned—between 1900 and 1700 BCE. For some Indus Civ-
ilization centers, the decline began even earlier. At Mohenjo Daro, the
Great Bath fell into disuse around 2200 BCE as the city faced difficulties
maintaining earlier construction.”” From 1900 BCE onward, things wors-
ened in many Indus cities. In Harappa and Mohenjo Daro, residents
suffered drain maintenance failures.”” Dholavira was abandoned twice
between 1900 and 1750 BCE.” Across the civilization’s expanse, the Indus
script and cubic weights became rare, with the former ultimately ceas-
ing altogether. Transregional trade reduced in this period. Like many
other sites, the once bustling trade outpost of Lothal shrank to a “squat-
ter’s settlement,” as people moved out and probably east.”

Scholars have proposed an array of possible triggers for the fall of
the Indus Civilization, with many current theories centering around cli-
mate change. Monsoon shifts about 4,000 years ago led to drier weather,
which was perhaps unfriendly to urban life in northwestern India.”
Droughts also likely brought on periodic flooding (although there is no
evidence for a single catastrophic flooding event). Some key rivers dried
up in parts, especially the Ghaggar-Hakra, and other rivers changed
course, especially the Indus.”” Some have expressed skepticism that cli-
mate change could have caused the Indus cities to fall, arguing that “even

For general queries, contact info@press.princeton.edu



© Copyright, Princeton University Press. No part of this book may be
distributed, posted, or reproduced in any form by digital or mechanical
means without prior written permission of the publisher.

14 India

while some [environmental] factors were pertinent to certain regions,
none can account for the decline of the entire civilization””® I fail to see
why not. Although I do wonder about the possible biases of our own
time, in which we are facing potentially civilization-ending climate
change (chapter 24) and so are perhaps primed to see it elsewhere. Cli-
mate change is a popular explanation at present for major shifts in an-
cient cultures from the Hittites to Neolithic China.”

A distinct issue is whether the end of Indus Civilization urbanity
constituted a decline or improvement in human living standards in
northwestern India. Certainly, for urban elites, much was lost. Still, even
they escaped the smelly streets of Indus cities where backed-up gutters
and litter were common by the end. But, for everybody else, returning
to a mixture of rural and hunter-gatherer life had upsides. Indus cities
had spread disease, with both tuberculosis and leprosy being attested in
the skeletal record.®’ Also, cholera—an endemic Indian disease—perhaps
spread amid decaying city infrastructure. In brief, as James Scott has re-
cently argued for societies west of India, “The early states were fragile
and liable to collapse, but the ensuing ‘dark ages’ may often have marked
an actual improvement in human welfare”8!

Elsewhere in South Asia, people probably did not even notice the
decline of the Indus Civilization, since other Indian cultural formations
developed on distinct timetables. Worth mentioning here are the large
ashmounds of central and southern India, created between 2700 and
1200 BCE by people who burned cow dung and other material at high
temperatures.®” We do not know why south Indians—who herded live-
stock, farmed, and exploited wild plants—created over 100 such mounds
by burning dung, again and again at the same spot, over centuries.® Per-
haps, at first, they were just cleaning up. But it soon became a deliberate
act, and one of the largest ashmounds at Kudatini (in modern Karna-
taka) is 130 meters wide by 10 meters high.** The ashmounds are often
situated within habitation areas and so were perhaps central to daily life
for their creators.® It would have been quite the experience to witness
one of the burnings, gazing up at an awesome fire show and feeling the
radiating heat that sometimes exceeded 1,200 degrees Celsius.* Through
repeated burnings, people deliberately created these monumental struc-
tures that are still easily visible millennia later as part of the human-
altered landscape in the southern Deccan, northeast Karnataka, and
western Andhra Pradesh.
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Conclusion: Vanishing and Continuing

While Indus Civilization cities were largely abandoned by around 1700
BCE, Indus people and their descendants continued to live in the region
or nearby, albeit with different lifestyles. There are surely points of con-
tinuity between the Indus Civilization and later South Asian cultures,
although scholars have trouble sorting out precise links due to limited
evidence. Perhaps the most easily identifiable point of continuity from
the Indus Civilization were orange and red carnelian beads etched in
white, which spread across South Asia and remained popular for centu-
ries (chapter 3). Dice, too, are first attested in India in the Indus Civiliza-
tion and recur in other premodern periods (notably, in the Mahabharata,
chapter 5). Other civilizations of the period, too, had lasting cultural
legacies. For example, the namaste gesture—common in South Asia
today—has antecedents in the Bactria-Margiana Archaeological Com-
plex around Afghanistan’s Oxus River ca. 2000 BCE.* On the other
hand, many things died out with South Asia’s first cities, ranging from
the Indus script to the Indus Civilization’s interest in unicorns (who
rarely feature in later Indian cultures).®® Also, Indians forgot about the
Indus Civilization, and it was not rediscovered and properly identified
until the nineteenth and twentieth centuries CE (chapter 19). Accord-
ingly, this chapter of South Asian history stands apart, more than most
others, from later Indian developments.

Further Reading

This is, by far, the most temporally expansive chapter of this book, and
I drew accordingly on multiple discrete scholarly fields and subfields.
On Indian prehistory, I relied on the work of David Reich on genetics,
Dilip Chakrabarti on archaeology, and Yasodhar Mathpal on Bhimb-
etka. I found Tony Joseph’s book a solid overview, sans jargon, of
some key points of Indian prehistory. I looked beyond South Asianists
for certain ideas, finding work compelling by James Scott, Peter Bell-
wood, and others for thinking about the human turn to agriculture. For
the Indus Civilization, Jonathan Mark Kenoyer’s scholarship is without
parallel, and I also drew on Gregory Possehl, Nayanjot Lahiri, Rita
Wright, and others, in addition to the online resource (maintained by
scholars) harappa.com.
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“direct action” (1946) and, 447; elections and,
468, 475; flag of, 427, 463, 597n34; Hindu
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partition and, 449; purna swaraj (full inde-
pendence) resolution, 428; rival parties of,
473; Sikhs and violence, 476; World War IT
and, 444-445. See also Gandhi, Mohandas;
swadeshi movement

Indian Slavery Act (1843), 401

Indica (Megasthenes), 57, 73
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Empire and, 256-258, 291, 298-299; Pary-
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(Hindi dialect), 238; Bengali, 19, 345, 347,
422; Braj Bhasha (Hindi dialect), 234, 238,
323; Chagatai Turkish, 236; Dakhni (Dakani,
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256-257, 286, 291-294, 298, 300; justice
system of, 294; laborers of, 243-244, 248-249,
285; mansabdars of, 244, 248, 269; non-Islamic
Indian rituals and, 246, 291-292; Peacock
Throne, 283, 290-291, 314; pillar inscrip-
tions, 71; Rajputs and, 244-248, 297, 5761n23;
religious minorities and, 296-300; Sikhs and,
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