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The Harappan Civilization, also known as the Indus Valley Civilization, was a Bronze Age culture that flourished from around 2600 BCE to 1900 BCE. Spanning present-day Pakistan and northwest India, it is considered one of the world’s earliest urban societies. Known for its sophisticated city planning, drainage systems, and undeciphered script, it stood alongside Mesopotamia and Egypt as a major ancient civilization. Its discovery significantly altered the understanding of ancient Indian history, showcasing advanced developments in architecture, trade, and social organization, long before many other world civilizations rose to prominence.







Discovery and Excavation

DISCOVERED IN THE 1920S, the Harappan Civilization came to light with the excavations of Harappa by Daya Ram Sahni and Mohenjo-Daro by R.D. Banerjee. These findings stunned the archaeological world, revealing an unknown civilization with large, well-planned cities and advanced infrastructure. Subsequent excavations across India and Pakistan uncovered more sites like Dholavira, Lothal, and Kalibangan. The Archaeological Survey of India (ASI) and other agencies played key roles in unearthing artifacts, layouts, and burial sites. These discoveries reshaped Indian historiography, pushing the timeline of Indian urbanization back to the third millennium BCE.

Geography and Extent

THE HARAPPAN CIVILIZATION stretched over 1.25 million square kilometers, from the Iranian border to the Ganges-Yamuna Doab and from the Himalayan foothills to the Gulf of Khambhat. Major rivers like the Indus, Ghaggar-Hakra, and Ravi nourished this vast area. Over 1,000 sites have been identified across modern-day Pakistan and India. Its geographical spread indicates a well-connected network of cities, towns, and rural settlements. This vast extent also suggests political and cultural unity over a large area, and a capability to manage long-distance trade, transportation, and communication across diverse ecological zones.
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4. Periodization of the Harappan Culture

THE HARAPPAN CIVILIZATION is divided into three phases: Early Harappan (3300–2600 BCE), Mature Harappan (2600–1900 BCE), and Late Harappan (1900–1300 BCE). The Early phase featured small farming villages and the beginning of trade. The Mature phase saw the rise of major cities like Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa, with peak urban development. The Late phase marked a gradual decline in urban life, with cultural shifts and ruralization. This periodization helps historians and archaeologists trace the developmental trajectory, rise, and eventual transformation of one of the earliest and most influential ancient civilizations.


Urban Planning and Architecture

HARAPPAN CITIES WERE marvels of urban planning. Built on a grid system, cities had well-organized streets, drainage systems, and division into citadel and lower town. Standardized baked bricks were used for construction. Public buildings such as granaries, warehouses, and platforms suggest a high degree of civil organization. Notable examples include the Great Bath at Mohenjo-Daro and the granary at Harappa. Architecture reflected practicality, hygiene, and possibly religious or administrative purposes. This meticulous planning demonstrates advanced civil engineering and social coordination, unmatched by many contemporary cultures of the time.


Drainage and Sanitation Systems

THE HARAPPAN DRAINAGE system was one of the most advanced in the ancient world. Covered drains ran along the streets and were connected to household toilets, ensuring waste disposal and sanitation. Inspection holes and soak pits were included for maintenance. Water from bathing platforms and domestic use flowed into well-planned channels, showcasing a deep understanding of water management. This emphasis on cleanliness and sanitation indicates the Harappans valued public health and engineered solutions for urban hygiene, centuries ahead of their time and more advanced than many later civilizations.
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Economy and Trade

THE HARAPPAN ECONOMY was driven by agriculture, craft production, and trade. Farmers cultivated wheat, barley, and cotton, while artisans produced beads, pottery, textiles, and metal tools. Local and long-distance trade flourished, with links to Mesopotamia, Central Asia, and the Persian Gulf. Standardized weights and measures facilitated commerce. Trade items included lapis lazuli, carnelian, copper, and ceramics. The presence of seals and dockyards like Lothal supports a robust commercial network. This diverse and integrated economy underpinned the civilization’s urban growth and supported its widespread cultural and technological advancements.


Script and Seals

THE HARAPPAN SCRIPT remains undeciphered, comprising about 400 symbols found on seals, pottery, and tablets. These inscriptions are brief, possibly used for trade, administration, or identification. Seals, often made of steatite, featured animal motifs and script, likely serving as trade stamps or property markers. Common depictions include unicorns, bulls, and composite creatures. Despite extensive research, the language behind the script remains a mystery. The seals are key to understanding Harappan communication, administration, and artistic expression, and they remain among the most iconic symbols of this ancient civilization.


Religion and Beliefs

HARAPPAN RELIGION IS interpreted mainly through artifacts. Terracotta figurines suggest worship of a Mother Goddess, possibly indicating fertility cults. Seals depict a horned, yogic figure, often linked to proto-Shiva (Pashupati). Sacred trees, animals, and phallic symbols suggest animistic and nature-based beliefs. Fire altars at Kalibangan point to ritualistic practices. No large temples have been found, implying that religious activity was domestic or community-based. Their religious practices show early spiritual development and likely influenced later Hindu traditions. However, the absence of written records limits full understanding of their faith.


Social Structure

THE HARAPPAN SOCIAL structure, though not fully understood, shows signs of hierarchy. The division between the citadel and lower town may reflect class or administrative roles. Uniform housing indicates social equality, but larger homes and burials with grave goods suggest some stratification. Artifacts like jewelry, toys, and seals indicate a society with artisans, traders, farmers, and possibly priests or rulers. The widespread use of standardized weights hints at regulated trade and governance. Despite the lack of evidence for kings or armies, the Harappans maintained order and uniformity across vast regions.


Art and Craftsmanship

HARAPPAN ARTISANS PRODUCED a wide range of art and crafts using stone, metal, terracotta, and beads. Notable works include the bronze Dancing Girl, the Priest-King statue, and animal figurines. Pottery was often painted with geometric and floral designs. Jewelry made of gold, silver, and semi-precious stones showcases high levels of craftsmanship. Bead-making and seal carving were prominent industries. Their artistic output reveals both aesthetic sense and technical skill, reflecting a culture that valued beauty, utility, and symbolism. These crafts were not only used domestically but also traded across long distances.


Science and Technology

THE HARAPPANS DEMONSTRATED advanced knowledge of science and technology. They mastered hydraulic engineering for water supply and drainage, developed standard weights and measures, and produced high-quality metallurgy
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