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The Beginnings of 
Indian Civilisation C+

$3
T(

5 ৵
The most ancient civilisation of India, known variously as the 
Harappan, Indus or Indus-Sarasvatī Civilisation, was indeed 
remarkable in many ways. ... [It showed how] a well-balanced 
community lives — in which the differences between the rich 
and the poor are not glaring. ... In essence, the Harappan 
societal scenario was not that of ‘exploitation’, but of mutual 
‘accommodation’.

— B.B. Lal

Fig. 6.1. The North Gate entrance 
to Dholavira’s ‘Castle’ area.

1. What is a civilisation?
2. What was the earliest 

civilisation of the Indian 
Subcontinent?

3. What were its major 
achievements?

The Big
Questions
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What Is a Civilisation?
$t the end of Chapter �, we saw the first hXman groXps 
settling down, practising agricXltXre, developing some 
technologies �sXch as constrXction, metallurgy, transport) 
and moving towards ȅcivilisationȆ� 
:hat, then, is civilisation? ,n general, the term is Xsed for 
an advanced stage of hXman societies� 7o be precise, we 
will consider here that a ȅcivilisationȆ shoXld have at least 
the following characteristics�
� some form of government and administration — to 

manage a more comple[ societ\ and its man\ activities�
� urbanism Ȃ town�planning, the growth of cities and 

their management, which generall\ inclXdes water 
management and a drainage s\stem�

� a variet\ of crafts Ȃ inclXding the management of raw 
materials �sXch as stone or metal� and the prodXction 
of finished goods �sXch as ornaments and tools��

� trade both internal �within a cit\ or a region� and 
e[ternal �with distant regions or other parts of the 
world� Ȃ to e[change all sorts of goods�

� some form of writing Ȃ needed to Neep records and to 
commXnicate�

� cultural ideas aboXt life and the world, e[pressed 
throXgh art, architectXre, literatXre, oral traditions or 
social cXstoms�

� a prodXctive agriculture Ȃ enoXgh to feed not MXst 
the villages, bXt also the cities�

THINK ABOUT IT

:hich of the above characteristics do \oX thinN is the most 
fXndamental Ȃ that is, a characteristic essential to the 
development of all others?

Metallurgy: 
Includes the 

techniques 
of extracting 
metals from 

nature, 
purifying or 

combining 
them, as well 

as the scientific 
study of metals 

and their 
properties.
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LET’S EXPLORE

For each characteristic in the list above, can you make a list of 
professions or occupations that might exist in such a society? 

It is easy enough to see that all these characteristics are 
present in most societies in the world today. But when did 
civilisation begin, in the sense we have now defined? 
Civilisation began at different times in different parts of the 
world. In the region known as Mesopotamia (modern Iraq 
and Syria), that happened about 6,000 years ago, and the 
civilisation in ancient Egypt followed a few centuries later. 
You will learn about these and a few more civilisations in a 
later grade. In many ways, humanity would not have reached 
its present stage without the enormous contributions and 
advances of those ancient civilisations.
For now, however, we will only look at the Indian 
Subcontinent, and its northwest region is where our story 
begins. 

Fig. 6.2. Timeline showing the period of the Indus-Sarasvatī civilisation, from 
about 2600 to 1900 BCE.

Indus-Sarasvatī 
civilisation

3100
BC(

3500
BC(

4000
BC(

2000
BC(

%eJinninJ 
oI (J\ptian 
civilisation

%eJinninJ oI 
0esopotaPian 

civilisation
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From Village to City
7he vast plains of the 3XnMab �toda\ 
divided between ,ndia and 3aNistan� and 
6indh �now in 3aNistan� are watered b\ 
the ,ndXs 5iver and its tributaries� 7his 
made those plains fertile and, therefore, 
favoXrable to agricXltXre� $ little fXrther 
east, a few millenniXms ago, another 
river, the 6arasvatí, Xsed to ࠹ow from 
the foothills of the +imala\as throXgh 
+ar\ana, 3XnMab, parts of 5aMasthan 
and *XMarat �see )ig� ����� ,n this whole 
region, from aboXt ���� %C(, villages 
grew into towns, and with increasing 
trade and other e[changes, those towns 
fXrther grew into cities� 7his transition 
happened aroXnd ���� %C(� 
$rchaeologists gave this civilisation 
several names Ȃ ȅ,ndXsȆ, ȅ+arappanȆ, 
ȅ,ndXs�6arasvatíȆ or ȅ6indhX�6arasvatíȆ 
civilisation� :e will Xse all these terms� 
,ts inhabitants are called ȅ+arappansȆ� 
,t is one of the oldest civilisations in the 
world�

Tributary: 
A river that 
flows into a 
larger river 

(or lake). For 
instance, the 
Yamuna is a 

tributary of the 
Ganga.

DON’T MISS OUT

:h\ are the inhabitants of this civilisation called ȅ+arappansȆ 
toda\? 7hat is simpl\ becaXse the cit\ of +arappa �toda\ in 
3aNistanȆs 3XnMab� was the first of this civilisation to be e[ca�
vated, wa\ bacN in ����ȁ��, over a centXr\ ago�

7his development is also called the ȅ)irst 8rbanisation of 
,ndiaȆ�  

chapter6_310125.indd   88 03-02-2025   05:04:48



89

6 
―

 T
he

 B
eg

in
ni

ng
s 

of
 In

di
an

 C
iv

ili
sa

tio
n

LET’S EXPLORE

6ome of the important cities of this civilisation are marNed in 
the map �)ig� ����� $s a class activit\, can \oX tr\ to match these 
cities with the modern states or regions in the table on the ne[t 
page?

Fig. 6.3. Map of some of the main settlements of the Indus-Sarasvatī 
civilisation. Notice the natural boundaries formed by the mountain ranges 

(in brown colour). 
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Harappan city Modern state / region

'holavira 3XnMab

Harappa *XMarat

.alibangan Sindh

0ohenMo�daro +ar\ana

5aNhigarhi 5aMasthan

The Sarasvatī River
7he map �)ig� ��� on page ��� shows the ,ndXs �or 
6indhX� and its five main tribXtaries� important 
cities grew along those rivers, sXch as 0ohenMo�daro 
and +arappa� %Xt there are also man\ sites along 
the 6arasvatí 5iver, which toda\ goes b\ the name 
of ȅ*haggarȆ in ,ndia and ȅ+aNraȆ in 3aNistan �hence 
the name ȅ*haggar�+aNra 5iverȆ�� 7his river is now 
seasonal, becaXse it ࠹ows onl\ dXring the rain\ season�

7he 6arasvatí 5iver is first mentioned in the ׵ig 9eda, an 
ancient collection of pra\ers which we will read aboXt 
in Chapter �� ,n this te[t, 6arasvatí is worshipped both 
as a goddess and as a river ࠹owing ȅfrom the moXntain 
to the seaȆ� /ater te[ts describe the river as dr\ing Xp 
and eventXall\ disappearing�

Town-Planning
+arappa and 0ohenMo�daro, now in 3aNistan, were the 
first two cities of this civilisation to be discovered� their 
identification goes bacN to ����, a centXr\ ago� 6everal sites 
followed in the ,ndXs plains, which is wh\ the civilisation 
was initiall\ called ȅ,ndXs 9alle\ civilisationȆ� 
/ater on, other maMor cities, sXch as 'holavira �in *XMarat�, 
5aNhigarhi �in +ar\ana�, *anweriwala �in the Cholistan 
desert of 3aNistan�, and hXndreds of smaller sites �sXch 
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as /othal in *XMarat�, were discovered, some of them 
e[cavated� 6Xch discoveries continXe even toda\� ,t is 
interesting to note that the 6arasvatí basin inclXdes not onl\ 
two maMor cities Ȃ 5aNhigarhi and *anweriwala Ȃ bXt also 
several smaller ones �)armana in +ar\ana, .alibangan in 
5aMasthan� and a few towns �%hirrana and %anawali, both 
in +ar\ana�� indeed, the map �)ig� ��� on page ��� maNes 
clear the high densit\ of sites in that region�
7he larger +arappan cities were bXilt according to precise 
plans� 7he\ had wide streets �)ig� ��� and ��� on page ���, 
which were often oriented to the cardinal directions� 0ost 
cities seem to have been sXrroXnded b\ fortifications and 
had two distinct parts Ȃ the ȅXpper townȆ, where the local 
elite probabl\ lived, and the ȅlower townȆ, where common 
people lived� 
6ome large bXildings seem to have been Xsed for collective 
pXrposes Ȃ for instance, warehoXses where goods to be 
transported were stored� ,ndividXal hoXses of varioXs si]es 
lined the streets and smaller lanes� ,nterestingl\, the TXalit\ 
of constrXction was the same for small and big hoXses� $ll 
those bXildings were generall\ made of bricNs�
7he pXrpose of some of the strXctXres remains a matter 
of debate� 7his is the case of the famoXs ȅ*reat %athȆ in 
0ohenMo�daro �)ig� ��� on page ���, a small bXt elaborate
tanN which measXred aboXt �� × � metres and had 
waterproofing materials �sXch as natXral bitXmen, a form 
of tar� applied on top of carefXll\ laid�oXt bricNs� 7he tanN 

THINK ABOUT IT

<oX ma\ have come across the term ȅ,ndXs 9alle\ 
civilisationȆ and noticed that we have not Xsed it� $ looN at 
the map �)ig� ��� on page ��� e[plains wh\ the term ȅ9alle\Ȇ 
is obsolete, as we now Nnow that the civilisation e[tended 
mXch be\ond the ,ndXs region�

Fortification: 
A massive wall 
surrounding a 
settlement or 
city, generally 
for protective 
purposes.

Elite: Here, the 
word refers 
to the higher 
layers of the 
society, such as 
rulers, officials, 
administrators, 
and often 
priests.
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(Top) Fig. 6.4. A wide 
street at Kalibangan 

(Rajasthan), in the 
lower town area.

(Right) Fig. 6.5. 
Housing area in 
Dholavira, with 

perpendicular 
streets, in the middle 
town (Dholavira had 
three distinct zones, 

not two as in other 
cities). Also, in this 

city, the foundations 
of most buildings 

were made with 
stones.
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was sXrroXnded b\ small rooms, one of which contained a 
well� there was a drain in one corner of the tanN to empt\ it 
from time to time and refill it with freshwater� 

 Fig. 6.6. Mohenjo-daro’s Great Bath

:hat was the pXrpose of sXch a strXctXre? $rchaeologists 
have proposed several possible interpretations Ȃ a pXblic 
bath for people� a bath for the ro\al famil\ onl\� or a tanN 
Xsed for religioXs ritXals� 7he first interpretation is now 
rXled oXt becaXse it tXrns oXt that in this cit\, most hoXses 
had individXal bathrooms�

LET’S EXPLORE

+ave a debate in class aboXt the last two interpretations� Can 
\oX thinN of an\ others? 5emember that in this case, we do not 
have an\ other soXrce of histor\ Ȃ no inscription, no te[t, no 
travellerȆs accoXnt�
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Water Management
7he +arappans gave mXch importance to water manage�
ment and cleanliness� 7he\ often had separate areas for 
bathing in their homes� these were connected to a larger 
networN of drains �)ig� ����, which generall\ ran below the 
streets and tooN the waste water awa\� 

 Fig. 6.7. Drainage system at Lothal (Gujarat)

,n 0ohenMo�daro, people drew water from hXndreds of 
wells made of bricNs� %Xt in other regions, it ma\ have been 
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from ponds, nearb\ streams or hXman�made reservoirs� ,n 
the case of 'holavira �in the 5ann of .Xtch in *XMarat�, the 
largest reservoir measXred �� metres in length�

LET’S EXPLORE

$s a class activit\, measXre the length of \oXr classroom, a 
school corridor or a pla\groXnd with the help of an\ measXring 
tape� Compare these lengths with the length of the largest 
reservoir in 'holavira�

$t 'holavira, at least si[ large reservoirs were bXilt with 
stones or even cXt into the rocN �)ig� ����� 0ost of them were 
connected throXgh XndergroXnd drains for e࠶cient water 
harvesting and distribXtion�

Reservoir: A 
large natural or 
artificial place 
where water is 
stored.

Fig. 6.8. A large reservoir cut in the rock at Dholavira, 
measuring 33 metres in length
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THINK ABOUT IT

,magine the large nXmber of worNers reTXired to bXild sXch 
a networN of reservoirs� :ho do \oX thinN organised their 
worN and gave them precise instrXctions? +ow do \oX thinN 
the\ were paid for their laboXr? (Hint: there was no money 
at that time in the way we have today.) 6ince the reservoirs 
needed to be cleaned from time to time, was there some 
local aXthorit\ to manage their maintenance? :hat clXes 
do we get from all this aboXt this cit\Ȇs rXler and mXnicipal 
administration? 

8se \oXr imagination and discXss with \oXr teacher�
$rchaeologists also discXss these TXestions, and the answers 
are not alwa\s final�

What Did the Harappans Eat?
7he +arappans created man\ of their settlements along the 
banNs of large or small rivers� 7his is a logical choice, not 
MXst for eas\ access to water, bXt also for agricXltXre, since 
rivers enrich the soil aroXnd them� $rchaeological findings 
have shown that the +arappans grew cereals liNe barle\, 
wheat, some millets, and sometimes rice, in addition to 
pulses and a variet\ of vegetables� 7he\ were also the first 
in (Xrasia to grow cotton, which the\ Xsed to weave into 
clothes� 7he\ made farming tools, inclXding the ploXgh 
�)ig� ����, some of which continXe to be Xsed b\ modern�
da\ farmers� 

Pulses: 
A category 

of crops that 
includes 

beans, peas 
and lentils 

(dal).

Fig. 6.9. A small clay model of a plough 
(from Banawali in Haryana)
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7his intense agricXltXral activit\ was managed b\ hXn�
dreds of small rXral sites or villages� 7hen as now, the cities 
coXld sXrvive onl\ if enoXgh agricXltXral prodXce from 
rXral areas reached them on a dail\ basis�
7he +arappans also domesticated a nXmber of animals for 
meat consXmption and fished both in rivers and in the sea� 
7his is Nnown from the large nXmbers of animal and fish 
bones foXnd dXring e[cavations� 
:hat did +arappan cooNing pots contain? 6cientific 
e[aminations of cla\ pots have provided some answers, 
both e[pected ones �dair\ prodXcts� and sXrprising ones Ȃ 
sXch as remains of tXrmeric, ginger and banana� Clearl\, 
their diet was TXite diverse�

LET US EXPLORE

,magine \oX cooN a meal in a +arappan hoXse� :hat dish or 
dishes woXld \oX prepare, based on the data given above?

A Brisk Trade 
7he +arappans were engaged in active trade, not onl\ 
within their own civilisation �other cities nearb\ or far 
awa\�, bXt with other civilisations and cXltXres within 
and oXtside ,ndia� 7he\ e[ported ornaments, timber, some 
obMects of dail\ Xse �)ig� ���� on page ���, probabl\ also 
gold and cotton, and possibl\ some food items� 7he most 
favoXred ornaments were beads of carnelian �)ig� ���� on 
page ���, a reddish semiprecioXs stone foXnd mostl\ in 
*XMarat� +arappan craftspeople developed special tech�
niTXes to drill them, so a string coXld pass throXgh them, 
and to decorate them in varioXs wa\s� 7he\ also worNed 
conch shells into beaXtifXl shell bangles, which reTXires 
sophisticated techniTXes as shell is a hard material�
:hat the +arappans imported in e[change of the e[ported 
goods is not so clear� ,t probabl\ inclXded copper, since this 
metal was not so common bacN home�
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DON’T MISS OUT

7he +arappans mastered the art of worNing copper, a soft metal� 
,f tin is added to copper, the resXlting metal is bron]e, which is 
harder than copper� 7he +arappans Xsed bron]e to maNe tools, 
pots and pans, and, as we will see later, some figXrines�

7o condXct sXch a trade, the\ Xsed 
land roXtes and rivers, and the sea 
for more distant destinations Ȃ 
this is the first intensive maritime 
activit\ in ,ndia� ,ndeed, TXite a 
few +arappan settlements are 
located in the coastal regions 
of *XMarat and 6indh� /othal, a 
small settlement in *XMarat, has 

Fig. 6.10. Harappan beads of carnelian
beads excavated at Susa (present-day Iran)

Fig. 6.11. Harappan ivory comb (about 7 cm long) 
found on the coast of Oman

a sXrprisingl\ hXge basin measXring ��� metres in length 
and �� metres in width Ȃ the length is MXst a little more than 
that of two football groXnds� 7his basin mXst have been a 
docN\ard, that is, a strXctXre Xsed to receive and send boats 
for fXrther transportation of goods�
6Xch elaborate trade reTXires traders to be able to identif\ 
their goods Ȃ and also each other� 7his seems to have 
been the chief pXrpose of thoXsands of small seals, which 
have been e[cavated from man\ settlements� 7hese seals 
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were generall\ made of steatite, a soft stone that woXld 
be hardened throXgh heating� 7he\ measXre onl\ a few 
centimetres and generall\ depict animal figXres with, above 
them, a few signs that are part of a writing s\stem� %Xt that 
s\stem and the s\mbolic meaning of the animal figXres are 
\et to be Xnderstood� :hat is certain is that the\ somehow 
relate to trade activities�

Fig. 6.12. The huge dockyard at Lothal    

Fig. 6.13-1, 6.13-2, 6.13-3. (Left to right) Harappan seal showing a unicorn; 
Harappan seal showing a bull; Harappan seal showing a horned tiger 

LET’S EXPLORE

/ooNing at these three +arappan seals with some writing signs, 
what goes throXgh \oXr mind? :oXld \oX liNe to sXggest an\ 
interpretations? /et \oXr imagination rXn�
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The Lives of the Ancients 
Archaeologists have unearthed many objects made and 

used by Harappans.    

Objects 
of daily 

use

Fig. 6.14-1 (top), 6.14-2 (right). A bronze 
mirror; a terracotta pot (both from Dholavira)

Fig. 6.14-5, 6.14-6. A gamesboard engraved on a stone, about 25 cm in 
length (from Dholavira); a terracotta whistle, about 4 cm in length 
(from Karanpura in Rajasthan). Harappans designed many games 
and toys to keep both adults and children amused!

Fig. 6.14-3 (top), 6.14-4 (right). A few stone 
weights; a bronze chisel (both from Dholavira)
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Fig. 6.15-1, 6.15-2, 6.15-3. A statuette of a figure often called ‘Priest King’ (although it is not 
known whose figure was this); a seal showing a swastika; a seal depicting a three-faced deity 

seated on a raised platform, surrounded by powerful animals (Pashupati Seal)

Cultural 
and 

symbolic 
objects

Fig. 6.15-4, 6.15-5, 6.15-6. The ‘Dancing Girl’, a bronze figurine from Mohenjo-daro (it 
is 10.8 cm high); a terracotta figurine seated in a ‘namaste’; a design on a pot which 
seems to tell the story of the thirsty crow, who finds a clever way to drink water at 

the bottom of the pot (from Lothal).
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THINK ABOUT IT

� /ooNing at the obMects on pages ��� and ��� Ȃ or an\ 
other pictXred in this chapter Ȃ can \oX maNe oXt 
what activities or aspects of life were important for the 
+arappans?

LET’S EXPLORE

Æ Complete the stor\ foXnd on the /othal pot� +ow was 
sXch a stor\ remembered for more than �,��� \ears, in 
\oXr opinion?

Æ Consider the ȅ'ancing *irlȆ figXrine� :hat do \oX maNe of 
the attitXde the figXrine e[presses? 2bserve her bangles 
covering an entire arm, a practice still visible in parts of 
*XMarat and 5aMasthan� :here else in this chapter can 
\oX spot bangles worn in this manner� :hat conclXsion 
shoXld we draw from this?

The End or a New Beginning?
$roXnd ���� %C(, this 6indhX�6arasvatí civilisation, despite 
all its achievements, began to fall apart� 7he cities were 
abandoned one b\ one� ,f an\ inhabitants remained, the\ 
adopted a rXral lifest\le in the changed environment Ȃ it 
appears that the earlier government or administration no 
longer e[isted� *radXall\ the +arappans scattered over 
hXndreds, if not thoXsands, of small rXral settlements� 

THINK ABOUT IT

7he +arappans retXrned to rXral settlements becaXse a rXral 
lifest\le gives easier access to food and water than an Xrban 
lifest\le� 7hen as now, cities depended on villages to provide 
food, and sometimes water� 

:hat caXsed this decline? $rchaeologists have proposed 
man\ factors� /ong bacN, it was thoXght that warfare or 
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invasions may have destroyed the cities, but there is no 
trace of warfare or invasion. Indeed, the Harappans do not 
seem to have kept any army or weapons of war; as far as the 
evidence goes, it seems to have been a relatively peaceful 
civilisation.
Two factors are currently agreed upon. First, a climatic 
change which affected mXch of the world from ���� %C( 
onward, causing reduced rainfall and a drier phase. This 
woXld have made agricXltXre more di࠶cXlt and coXld have 
redXced food sXppl\ to the cities� 6econd, the 6arasvatí 
River dried up in its central basin; suddenly, cities there, 
sXch as .alibangan or %anawali were abandoned� 7here 
could have been other factors, but these two remind us of 
how much we depend on climate and the environment for 
our well-being.
Although the cities disappeared, much of the Harappan 
culture and technology survived and was passed on to the 
next phase of Indian civilisation, which we will explore in 
a future chapter.

Before we move on …
Æ 7he ,ndXs, +arappan or 6indhX�6arasvatí civilisation 

is one of the oldest of the world. Its inhabitants, the 
+arappans, created planned cities with e࠶cient water 
management, diverse crafts and a brisk trade.

Æ A productive agriculture brought a variety of crops to the 
cities.

Æ The civilisation eventually declined, probably because of 
climatic and environmental changes; people returned to a 
rural lifestyle.
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Questions, activities and projects
1. Why does the civilisation studied in this chapter have 

several names? 'iscXss their significance�

�� :rite a brief report ���� to ��� words� sXmming Xp some 
of the achievements of the ,ndXs�6arasvatí civilisation� 

3. Imagine you have to travel from the city of Harappa to 
.alibangan� :hat are \oXr different options? Can \oX 
make a rough estimation of the amount of time each 
option might take?

4. Let us imagine a Harappan man or woman being 
transported to an average kitchen in today’s India. What 
are the foXr or five biggest sXrprises awaiting them?

�� /ooNing at all the pictXres in this chapter, maNe a list of the 
ornaments / gestures / objects that still feel familiar in our 
��st century.

6. What mindset does the system of reservoirs at Dholavira 
re࠹ect?

�� ,n 0ohenMo�daro, aboXt ��� wells bXilt with bricNs 
have been counted. They seem to have been regularly 
maintained and used for several centuries. Discuss the 
implications. 

8. It is often said that the Harappans had a high civic sense. 
'iscXss the significance of this statement� 'o \oX agree 
with it? Compare with citi]ens in a large cit\ of ,ndia 
today.
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