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The Indus Tradition: The Integration and Diversity of Indus Cities

Origin and Chronology of Indus Urbanism

One of the major questions that still needs to be addressed 
in the study of the Indus civilisation is how the rulers of 
the urban centres were able to integrate communities 
from diverse backgrounds and geographical regions. 
What was the attraction of Indus cities that compelled 
people to give up relatively independent rural lifestyles 
and walk through the imposing gateways of an Indus 
urban centre? These walled cities were highly ordered, 
with a complex hierarchical system that appears to 
have impacted all aspects of life, including economic, 
political and ideological spheres (Kenoyer 2008). The 
Indus Civilisation was not isolated from events and 
developments in surrounding regions such as Central 
Asia, Peninsular India, Baluchistan and Iran (Tosi 
2001). Indus traders were connected by sea to Arabia 
and the Persian/Arabian Gulf region and possibly even 
more distant regions (Ratnagar 2001). Since, there 
are no written texts that can be deciphered to tell us 
about their motivations, we are limited to studying 
the patterning of archaeological materials to better 
understand the character of Indus cities and the ways 
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in which people lived their lives in this ancient urban 
society. In the following presentation, I will begin with a 
brief chronological outline and discussion of the origins 
of Indus urban centres. The main discussion will be on 
specific sets of data from excavations of Indus cities 
and other sites that help to elucidate the ways in which 
many different groups of people and communities were 
integrated into the overall Indus cultural tradition and at 
the same time able to maintain diverse local traditions 
and unique identities. 

Some of the topics discussed below have already 
been published in my previous papers, but I will 
be including new data, based on recent research on 
excavated materials from Harappa, as well as new 
discoveries from other sites that are the result of 
collaborative research that I am involved in. 

Chronology and Context

The geographic context for the emergence of Indus 
urbanism lies in both the rugged hills of Baluchistan 
as well as the broad alluvial plains of two major river 
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Fig. 1: Integration Era Sites

systems, the Indus and the Saraswati-Ghaggar-Hakra 
Rivers (Gupta 1999; Kenoyer 1998; Possehl 2002b). The 
Indus River and its tributaries form a vast region that 
encompasses modern Pakistan and parts of northwestern 
India. The Saraswati-Ghaggar-Hakra-Nara River is now 
dry, but flowed on the east and parallel to the Indus 
River. There have been numerous studies trying to 
identify this river and its flow patterns (Chatterjee and 
Ray 2017; Courty 1986; Durcan et al. 2019), the fact 
that cities and towns existed all along its length from 
the Early Harappan through the Harappan and Late 
Harappan Periods, >3300 to 1900 BCE is evidence 

that water was flowing along its length (Mallah 2007; 
Masih 2018). This second river had its source in the 
Himalayas and may have emptied into the Greater Rann 
of Kutch (Fig. 1). Trade networks connecting these 
two parallel river systems allowed agro-pastoral and 
fishing communities to interact across the vast region, 
exchanging ideas and technologies as well as ideologies. 
In the past, the main focus for Indus urbanism was in the 
subcontinent itself, but ongoing research in Oman and 
the UAE indicates that there may have been important 
interactions between the Indus region and Gujarat 
with Arabia during the Regionalisation era (Frenez 
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et al. 2014) (Table 1). This interaction would include 
exchange of ideas, technologies and ideologies that may 
have been critical to the eventual emergence of specific 
cultural patterns in the later Harappa Phase. 

Table 1: Indus, Oman, Mesopotamia Chronology

Indus UAE/Oman Mesopotamia

Localisation Era Wadi Suq Period Isin-Larsa 
Dynasties 

Late Harappa Phase 2000 to 1300 BCE 2000-1800 BCE

1900 to 1300 BCE   

Integration Era Umm an-Nar Period Ur III- 2113-2000 
BCE

Harappa Phase 2700 to 2000 BCE Akkadian 
Period: 
2350 - 2200 BC

 2600 to 1900 BCE  Early Dynastic 
Period: 
2900-2350 (2371) 
BCE

Regionalisation Era 
Early Harappan 
Kot Diji, Ravi, Hakra 
Phases

Hafit Period Jemdet Nasr 
Period:
3100-2900 BCE

5000 to 2600 BCE 3200-2700 BCE Uruk Period: 
3900-3100 BCE

Early Food 
Producing Era

Foraging-Agro/
Pastoral

Ubaid and 
Chalcolithic, 
Neolithic periods 

circa + 7000 to 5000 
BCE

6000 to 3200 BCE  >4000 BCE

Indus Tradition

The Indus Tradition, which in the past I have referred 
to as the Indus Valley Tradition or Indus Civilisation 
(also called the Harappan Civilisation or Harappan 
Culture), represents the long term pattern of cultural 
and technological development that includes the 
emergence of distinctive features of site organisation, 
subsistence strategies, essential technologies and 

ideological expressions that are linked chronologically 
and geographically (Kenoyer 1991, 2015). Within the 
Indus Tradition, there are Eras and Phases that help 
to organise the complex sets of data that are found 
in archaeological sites. While the main focus of this 
presentation will be on the phases directly linked to 
urbanism, it is important to acknowledge the long 
term cultural and genetic roots that derive from much 
earlier periods dating back to the Palaeolithic (>10,000 
BCE). These roots have been identified in the past by 
physical anthropologists through both the study of 
stone tools and technology (Dennell 2008) as well as 
through the study of human skeletal remains. Scholars 
such as Kenneth A.R. Kennedy (Kennedy 2002), Nancy 
Lovell (Lovell 2014), John Lukacs and Brian Hemphill 
(Hemphill 1999a, 1999b; Hemphill et al. 1991; Lukacs 
1989; Lukacs and Hemphill 1991) have long argued 
that the skeletal data provide strong evidence for the 
indigenous character of populations from Mehrgarh 
and Harappa as well as other sites in Peninsular India. 
These earlier studies have recently been supported 
by the important new DNA evidence from the site of 
Rakhigarhi (Narasimhan et al. 2019; Shinde et al. 2018; 
Shinde et al. 2019). Hunting-foraging communities 
continued to coexist alongside later settled communities 
and probably contributed a wide range of technologies in 
the Indus cities, including the supply of forest products 
and labour to urban economies (Possehl 2002a). Trading 
networks that arose during the Early Food Producing 
and Regionalisation eras may have developed along 
earlier seasonal land-based migration routes, but also 
appear to have included maritime exchange that linked 
the South Asia to Arabia. Further studies are needed 
to understand the interactions between populations in 
Arabia and coastal regions of Baluchistan, Sindh and 
Gujarat.

Origins of Indus Urbanism

The issue of the origin of Indus urbanism has been 
a major point of debate beginning with the earliest 
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excavations and continuing even today. Dr. M.R. 
Mughal was the first scholar to demonstrate through 
his study of pottery and other artefacts from Kot Diji, 
Harappa and other settlements (Mughal 1970, 1974, 
1981), that the foundations of Indus urbanism can 
be traced to the Early Harappan occupations that lie 
underneath most of the towns and larger urban centres. 
Through the recent excavations at Harappa, it has been 
possible to go even further back in history to show 
that people were living at Harappa during the Upper 
Palaeolithic and Neolithic period. The discovery of 
diagnostic stone tools and some diagnostic beads from 
the earliest levels at Harappa indicate that somewhere 
under the large mounds there should be settlements 
of Palaeolithic and Neolithic communities (Kenoyer 
2011). More detailed evidence of the settlement 
development comes from the Ravi and later Kot Diji 
level occupations. From these levels, we see evidence 
for the use of north-south and east-west orientation for 
architecture and the establishment of the 1:2:4 mud 
brick ratio (Kenoyer and Meadow 2000). In addition, 
the early settlers at Harappa were well connected with 
trade networks that linked the settlement to important 
resource areas as far as Gujarat and Sindh to the south 
and southwest, as well as Baluchistan and Afghanistan 
to the west and north (Kenoyer 2011; Law 2011b). The 
study of various aspects of crafts and subsistence from 
the Ravi and Kot Diji levels at Harappa also confirm 
the early development of technologies and subsistence 
systems that were essential to the emergence of the later 
urban centre. 

At the site of Mohenjodaro, there is evidence for an 
Early Harappan occupation below the western “citadel” 
mound that was discovered in the deep diggings of 
Wheeler in 1950 (Wheeler 1968) and is confirmed by 
the pottery reported from the earliest levels by Alcock 
(Alcock 1986). More recently, I was able to examine 
some of the pottery from the lowest levels of HR area 
that came from deep corings made by Dr. G.F. Dales. 
Here too the pottery can be identified as relating to 

the Kot Diji Phase and it confirms that there was a 
very large Kot Diji Phase occupation at the site of 
Mohenjodaro prior to the development of the Harappa 
Phase city. These occupations are now deeply buried 
beneath the water table and it will be difficult to access 
them, but it would be possible to obtain some samples 
by additional coring and well digging. The presence of 
Early Harappan occupations at Dholavira (Bisht 2015) 
and Rakhigarhi (Nath 2015) show that the same overall 
processes of urban development were occurring in all 
regions of the Indus.

At the same time, these communities were not 
isolated from adjacent regions. Beginning as early as the 
Neolithic, we know that the people of Mehrgarh were 
obtaining lapis lazuli from northern Afghanistan and 
turquoise from Baluchistan or even from further East 
in Iran (Barthélemy De Saizieu 2003; Jarrige 1982). 
They were also obtaining shell from the Karachi coast 
and further along the Makran coast. It is also possible 
that they obtained some shell species even from across 
the Gulf in Oman (Kenoyer 1983, 1995). During the 
Early Harappan Period, we have evidence of shell from 
the Indus or Gujarat coastal regions reaching as far as 
Mesopotamia. The large shell cylinder seal (originally 
misidentified as marble) of the late Uruk-Jemdet Nasr 
Period from Mesopotamia (Hansen 2003: 39-40, Fig. 
10b), dating to 3300-2900 BCE can only have been 
produced from the species Turbinella pyrum, that is 
found on the coast near Karachi and in the Gulf of 
Kutch. Excavations in the UAE have found evidence 
for interaction between Baluchistan and Eastern Arabia 
during this same general time period and more recently, 
excavations at the site of Salut, Sultanate of Oman have 
uncovered what may be a Kot Diji style sherd with 
grooved surface. On the basis of these finds, we can also 
assume that some people from surrounding regions were 
also interacting with the Indus and contributing both raw 
materials as well as some ideas that would eventually 
become incorporated into the later urban society. With 
resources and ideas, we can also assume some degree 
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of gene flow that would eventually show patterns of 
interaction over broader regions. 

Traditions from the Indus were also moving across 
the Gulf to the Arabian Peninsula and we need to study 
these patterns in more detail in the future. Studies of 
ceramic production in the UAE provide evidence for 
important links with Baluchistan during the Early 
Harappan and early Chalcolithic periods. This indicates 
that people from both sides of the Gulf were interacting 
and exchanging both technological ideas and decorative 
styles (Méry 1996). Another important example is 
the site of coastal fisher communities found at Ras al 
Hamra – 5(RH5), in modern Muscat. This community 
was settled along the coast from around 3800-3300 
BCE (Munoz 2018; Salvatori 2007). The burials have 
a wide array of ornaments made with local stones as 
well as shell. One unique feature that is not found in 
earlier or later periods in Arabia is the use of wide shell 
bracelets that are very similar to those seen at Mehrgarh, 
though they are made with Conus shells (Coppa et 
al.1985; Salvatori 2018: Fig. 6.2). Since shell bangles 
were being made and produced in the Indus region as 
early as 7000 BCE, it could indicate that the bracelets 
at RH5 may have been influenced to some extent by 
contact with Baluchistan and the Indus. After this time 
the practice of using shell bracelet disappears in Arabia 
and does not show up again during the prehistoric 
period. This pattern will be important when discussing 
the interactions between the Indus and Eastern Arabia 
during the Harappa Phase. 

One of the key challenges that we face in our 
study of Indus urbanism is in determining the source 
of specific aspects of Indus culture that derive from 
different regions and how much impact did connection 
with outside regions have on the character of Indus 
elites and their culture. This is a topic that requires 
specialised analysis and careful excavation to sort out 
the threads of technological, cultural, ideological and 
socio-economic development over time. I feel that each 

of the regions encompassed by the Indus Tradition 
probably contributed different components and also 
retained local patterns that were not adopted by other 
cities. The integration of these various regions into a 
larger tradition does not mean that they had to lose 
their own regional identity. Even though the Indus 
Tradition has many unifying characteristics, it also 
has important regional variations that need to be more 
clearly articulated. 

Indus Cities: Harappa Phase

During the period from around 2600-1900 BCE the 
major urban centres and surrounding towns and villages 
became integrated into a complex socio-economic, 
political and ideological relationship (Kenoyer 2014). 
In the following section I will focus on a few major 
categories of Indus artefacts that can provide insight 
into the nature of Indus integration and diversity;

1. Settlement organisation and perimeter walls; 

2. Provisioning of the settlements including food items 
and food preparation; 

3. Production of specialised objects to define status and 
identity, such as seals, beads and bangles;

4.  Disposal of the dead and cemeteries. 

The patterns seen in these materials provide evidence 
for how people in the cities were organised, how and 
what they ate, what they produced to differentiate 
themselves, how they interacted with other regions, 
and how they disposed their dead. After seeing these 
patterns, it is clear that the Indus cities were well 
organised and highly stratified urban centres that were 
dynamic and experienced important changes over time. 

1. Settlement organisation and perimeter walls

One of the most distinguishing features of Indus urban 
centres and also many of the smaller settlements in rural 
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regions is the presence of massive mudbrick perimeter 
walls. At the larger sites of Mohenjodaro and Harappa, 
these walls were first built only of mud brick but in the 
later phases they were faced with fired brick to make 
them more durable. 

Gateways were used to control access with narrow 
entries that would allow only one ox cart to come in or 
go out at a time. This is the ultimate form of control into 
and out of a city. If the gates were closed, there were 
facilities outside the city walls where travellers and 
traders could stay until the gates opened in the morning. 

So far there is no evidence for warfare at any Indus 
settlement and the fact that the walls and gateways of 
Harappa were maintained for 700 years indicates that 
the walls continued to be used for control throughout 
the Harappa phase. During the Late Harappan period we 
do not know if city walls were maintained at Harappa, 
but based on excavations at the site of Jaidak in Gujarat 
(Ajithprasad 2008), we know that the walls of the 
settlement were no longer being used after the Harappa 
Phase. At many settlements with walls, such as Harappa 
(Kenoyer and Meadow 1999) and even smaller sites 
such as Bagasra (Bhan et al. 2005), there were extensive 
occupations outside the walls during the Harappa Phase. 
This indicates that the city walls were used to control 
access into only one part of the settlement and not to 
control everyone associated with the settlement. 

At Harappa, people began to live outside the walls 
of Mound E, and eventually the city incorporated that 
part of the site and built a wall around it (Kenoyer and 
Meadow 1999). The same thing happened to the north 
of Mound AB with the settlement of Mound F. However, 
we do not have any evidence of a wall around Area J 
to the south of Mound AB or of the western habitation 
areas. We also do not know if there is a wall around 
the areas occupied by modern Harappa Town. These 
few examples provide important perspectives on the 
nature of urban and rural settlement systems. What was 

the benefit to the people inside the wall and who was 
allowed to enter and live and work inside the walled 
areas?

Based on the finds inside the walls, we know that 
there were well-ordered streets and drains, with areas 
that had concentrations of craft activities. Most of 
the crafts that occurred inside the walls relate to the 
production of commodities that were needed for daily 
life as well as items that can be associated with status 
and wealth. While some of these types of activities 
may have taken place in extra-mural workshops, so far 
there is not much evidence for this. The incentive to 
develop and maintain a workshop inside the city walls 
may have been related to security from bandits or other 
competitors. It also probably had a lot to do with the 
issue of shared resources and marketing. Cities today 
have market areas where people can obtain a wide range 
of goods without having to go to different parts of the 
city to obtain them. Indus cities were also organised in 
this manner, especially at the larger settlements such 
as Harappa (Kenoyer and Miller 2007), Mohenjodaro 
(Mackay 1938) and Dholavira (Bisht 2015; Prabhakar 
2018; Prabhakar et al. 2012), but also even at the smaller 
ones such as Shikarpur (Bhan and Ajithprasad 2008; 
Chase et al. 2016). 

2. Provisioning of the settlements including food 
items and food preparation

The types of foods eaten by the people in the cities and 
rural settlements included domestic and wild plant and 
animal products, which would be quite varied depending 
on the region of the Indus they were living in (Petrie et 
al. 2016). In addition to the well-known staple foods of 
wheat, barley, millet and rice, there is evidence for other 
types of wild foods that would have been growing in 
the regions around the major cities (Fuller and Madella 
2009; Madella 1995, Madella et al. 2018, Madella 
and Fuller 2006; Weber 2001, Weber and Fuller 2008, 
Weber et al. 2011). We also have concrete evidence for 
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the use of spices to flavour the food in ways that would 
be very familiar to anyone in South Asia today. These 
flavours are not typical of West Asia or East Asia and 
reflect the local cuisines of the greater Indus region. The 
use of mustard, turmeric, ginger, fenugreek, coriander, 
garlic, poppy, sesame, garlic and possibly safflower 
indicate exchange between cuisine of the Indus and 
nearby cultures (Kashyap and Weber 2010, 2013; Weber 
2001, 2003; Weber et al. 2011 and J. Bates - personal 
communication). The varieties of foods found in the 
Indus cities indicates that people would have had lots 
of variety to select from and also to use foods as a way 
of identifying one’s class as well as ethnic identity. 

Studies of food residues in pottery are beginning to 
show that there are some distinct patterns of food use 
with different types of pottery vessels and this suggests 
that some communities may also have had special 
ways to prepare and serve foods (ongoing research by 
Akshyeta Suryanarayan, Kalyan Shekar Chakraborty, 
and Arvin Mathur). 

Studies of faunal remains from inside and outside 
the walled sectors at Bagasra by Brad Chase (Chase 
2007) showed that the diet of people inside the walls 
was slightly different, with the consumption of better 
cuts of meat being found inside while people outside 
were eating less prestigious meats. We do not yet have 
analysis of this type from Harappa or other large urban 
centres but we know that food and diet was much more 
complex that earlier scholars had thought (Meadow and 
Patel 2003). What people ate and how it was prepared 
may have been an important feature that both integrated 
and differentiated communities were living in Indus 
settlements. 

3. Production of specialised objects to define status 
and identity

The study of specialised objects such as seals, beads 
and bangles provide a rich set of data to understand the 

diversity of communities living in Indus cities and rural 
settlements. There is a relatively large body of literature 
on this topic and in this presentation, I will focus on 
only a few aspects to illustrate how these artefacts were 
used to integrate and also differentiate groups within the 
settlements. The regional patterns of artefact use also 
help to define the diversity of Indus cultural traditions. 

Seals are without doubt one of the most widely 
recognised artefacts that define a site as belonging to the 
Indus Tradition and specifically to the Harappa Phase. 
There are Early Indus Seals found during the Early 
Harappa Phase (Kenoyer 2006), but the seals with script 
and animal motifs are the most diagnostic feature of 
the urban phase. Their disappearance at the end of this 
period is also quite abrupt and reflects a major change in 
the nature of Late Harappan cities. One of the important 
results of the stratigraphic recording and excavations at 
Harappa is the determination that everyone in the city 
did not use seals and that their distribution is patterned. 
Some houses on Mound ET had no evidence for the use 
of seals, while next door the house has seals. There are 
also more seals and tablets in areas near to the market 
area and the gateways, with less use in areas away from 
these localities. 

The chronology of seal styles at Harappa shows that 
they did change over time and so did the nature of the 
writing (Kenoyer 2006; Kenoyer and Meadow 2010). 
The seals from Period 3A had very short inscriptions, 
while those of Period 3B had longer but more varied 
inscriptions. The seals from Period 3C included long 
inscriptions associated with animal motifs as well 
as seals with only inscriptions and no animal motif. 
Preliminary analysis of the signs on these seals by 
Mayank Vahia and Nisha Yadav show that there are 
new signs in the latest seals script that were not present 
in the earlier periods (Vahia and Yadav - personal 
communication). This pattern indicates that there were 
new words coming into use, either as names or as the 
incorporation of new linguistic elements. 
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Studies of the manufacture of seals by Gregg 
Jamison also show that seals were being made in 
different workshops within the larger settlements as well 
as at some of the smaller settlements (Jamison 2018, 
2016). This indicates that there was no single dominant 
seal production centre and that diverse elites had the 
ability to direct the production and designs of seals that 
would be accepted and recognised as being legitimate 
symbols of authority in all regions of the Indus. 

Beads were also an important form of personal 
ornament that allowed people in the cities to differentiate 
themselves in publicly visible ways. While there are 
many different types of Indus beads, there are some 
shared elements that distinguish Indus bead production 
from the beads made in Iran or Oman or other regions 
of West Asia. This distinctiveness is seen in all stages of 
production of stone beads, from the selection of the raw 
material to the shaping, grinding, polishing and finally 
drilling of the beads (Bhan 2018; Kenoyer 2017a and 
b). Glazed steatite beads and faience beads produced 
by Indus craftspeople also reveal distinct patterns and 
styles that are distinct from similar types of beads in 
Mesopotamia and Egypt (Kenoyer 1992, 1994; Law 
2011a; Miller 2008, Miller and Kenoyer 2018; Vidale 
2000). Since the main sources of raw materials for 
hard stone such as carnelian and banded agate is in 
either Gujarat or Baluchistan, studies of earlier periods 
of stone bead making in these regions are needed to 
better understand what contributions their regional 
technologies may have had on Indus bead making. At 
present no Early Harappan bead workshops have been 
found in these regions but this is something that needs 
to be investigated. 

One of the other important categories of ornaments 
that would have been easily seen, as indicators of 
class or ethnic identity are bangles and bracelets made 
of different raw materials. The earliest use of shell 
bangles is found in the Neolithic burials at Mehrgarh 
(Kenoyer 1995) and shell bangles made from clam 

shells have been found at Balakot, Allahdino, Sothka 
Koh, Lothal (Kenoyer 1983) and Chanhudaro (Aurore 
Didier personal communication). Shell bangles made 
from sawn Turbinella pyrum were widely produced 
at most Indus sites, but Gujarat was clearly one of the 
main suppliers of both the raw shell and partly finished 
bangles (Bhan et al. 2005). One important question 
that still needs to be addressed is Who were the women 
and occasionally men that were allowed to wear shell 
bangles? Narrow shell bangles of Turbinella pyrum are 
found on the left arms of many female and one male 
burial from Harappa. They are also found on the arms of 
women in burials at other Indus sites. But not all women 
in these cemeteries had shell bangles. We also have very 
wide shell bangles from Indus sites but no burials have 
been found with these types of wide shell bangles. This 
indicates that different types of bangles were worn by 
communities living in the cities and that only one of 
these communities practiced burial in the earth. 

It is also important to note that only shell bangles 
are found in burials and no other types of bangles. This 
is also an important indicator of diversity in ornament 
traditions. 

Overall, however, the propensity for the production 
and use of bangles in the Indus Tradition is very different 
from that seen in contemporaneous societies in Arabia 
(no bangles except for at Ras al Hamra) and they are 
relatively rare in Mesopotamia and Iran. The presence of 
Indus style wide shell bangles at sites in Central Asia, as 
well as in Susa and in other sites in Mesopotamia could 
indicate the presence of Indus women or possibly men 
who were wearing these ornaments. Bangles in the Indus 
can be seen as a form of cultural identity that integrates 
people within the Indus Tradition but at the same time 
allows people to differentiate themselves based on the 
type of bangle and possibly the ways in which they were 
worn. This could also include bracelets and anklets made 
from steatite as well as other types of beads. 
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4. Disposal of the dead and cemeteries

The final topic that needs to be addressed for the Indus 
cities relates to the disposal of the dead. Earlier scholars 
have argued that the lack of royal burials and large 
cemeteries indicates that the Indus culture was not the 
same type of state level society as that seen in Egypt 
and Mesopotamia. However, excavations throughout 
the Indus region have consistently shown that although 
there are some earth burials with a few burial goods, 
most people of the Indus were probably not buried at 
all. This point has not been adequately discussed and 
yet it is extremely important when trying to identify 
ancient populations that were living in the cities. The 
ancient city of Harappa extended over 150 hectares 
in area and based on rough estimates of population, it 
could have housed anywhere from 40,000 to 60,000 
(Kenoyer 2014). The combined excavations of the 
Harappa Phase cemetery at Harappa have revealed 
around 280 individuals (Kenoyer and Meadow 2016) 
and even if this number were to double with the full 
excavation of the cemetery, it can only represent a 
very small segment of the urban population. There 
is possibly another area of the site that has additional 
Harappa Phase burials, but this too would not be enough 
to account for the whole city. This pattern is also seen 
at all the other Indus sites that have reported Harappa 
Phase cemeteries, including Lothal (Rao 1979), Rupar 
(Dutta et al. 1987), Kalibangan (Sharma 1999), Farmana 
(Shinde et al. 2010), and Rakhigarhi (Nath et al. 2015; 
Shinde et al. 2018). 

The dating of the burials at Harappa indicate that they 
represent all major periods of the Harappa Phase which 
means that they include over 700 years of sequential 
interments. The burials of this cemetery show some 
important patterns based on skeletal morphology as 
well as the pottery. On the one hand the women appear 
to be more closely related to each other than the men. 
It would suggest that women were buried next to their 
ancestors and men were buried next to the women who 

they married. Strontium isotope analysis of the teeth 
from these burials indicates that many of the women and 
a few of the men were local from Harappa, while others 
were not from this part of the Punjab and Ravi River 
valley. This would indicate that for this community men 
and some women were coming to the site to marry with 
local inhabitants. This type of pattern is seen primarily 
for elites who have links to distant urban centres. 
Farmers and local nomadic communities usually marry 
with nearby families and not over long distances. The 
pottery found in the burials is similar to pottery found in 
various parts of the urban site and some styles associate 
with Mound E while others are more common in other 
parts of the settlement. This suggests that the people in 
this cemetery were living in all parts of ancient Harappa 
and not just in one part of the site. The patterns seen 
from these burials indicate that the city was integrated 
between the different mounds but the fact that only 
one community was being buried shows that not all 
of the people living in the city shared the same burial 
traditions. These other communities must have disposed 
of their dead by cremation or exposure, or by disposal 
in the rivers. These other traditions would not leave any 
archaeological evidence, so there is no way to test for it. 

So far, no DNA has been recovered from the human 
bones from Harappa though we have been trying since 
1988 to recover some kind of organic remains from the 
bones. Even if we were to eventually recover DNA, it is 
important to emphasise that this only would represent 
one group of what is clearly a diverse urban population. 
I would argue that all of the people living in the city 
of Harappa reflect the diverse cultural traditions of the 
Indus, and not just the people buried in the Harappa 
cemetery. Indus cities such as Harappa were the first to 
bring together people from all regions of the northern 
subcontinent and as such were a locus for integration. 
However, they were also highly diverse in all aspects of 
their organisation and character, and I hope that I have 
been able to show how we can identify and study this 
through the few examples presented today. 



28 Pura¯tattva 50

Conclusion

I am very encouraged by the incredible advances 
being made in the study of the Indus Tradition and for 
that matter all of the major archaeological periods of 
ancient South Asia. The list of papers being presented 
at this annual conference is evidence for the many new 
directions that archaeologists are taking. It is also great 
to see more international collaboration with scholars 
from many different institutions and different scientific 
backgrounds working together to try and address the 
challenges of decoding the past. I feel that we need to 
continue to harness the wealth of information available 
through both the internet and to continue to collaborate 
through the sharing of data and ideas. One of the main 
areas that I feel is critical to further advances is the 
development of well-defined and shared terminologies 
so that we can refine our categories and come to more 
meaningful interpretations. Workshops that bring 
interested scholars together are important, but the easiest 
way to accomplish this is to make photos of objects 
available through the web so that people can easily 
compare and contrast what is being discussed. 
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