
[image: cover]


South Asia in World History




[image: image]


[image: image]

South Asia in World History

Marc Jason Gilbert

[image: image]




[image: image]

Oxford University Press is a department of the University of Oxford. It furthers the University’s objective of excellence in research, scholarship, and education by publishing worldwide. Oxford is a registered trade mark of Oxford University Press in the UK and certain other countries.

Published in the United States of America by Oxford University Press

198 Madison Avenue, New York, NY 10016, United States of America.

© Oxford University Press 2017

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, without the prior permission in writing of Oxford University Press, or as expressly permitted by law, by license, or under terms agreed with the appropriate reproduction rights organization. Inquiries concerning reproduction outside the scope of the above should be sent to the Rights Department, Oxford University Press, at the address above.

You must not circulate this work in any other form and you must impose this same condition on any acquirer.

CIP data is on file at the Library of Congress

ISBN 978–0–19–976034–3 (pbk)
ISBN 978–0–19–517653–7 (hbk)
eISBN 978–0–19–066137–3

Frontispiece: Mughal Emperor Akbar is shown in the midst of a theological discussion with Jesuit missionaries. © The Trustees of the Chester Beatty Library, Dublin


Contents

Editors’ Preface 

Preface 

CHAPTER 1 South Asia and the World to 1500 BCE 

CHAPTER 2 The Vedic Age, 1500–500 BCE 

CHAPTER 3 South Asia’s Classical Age, 321 BCE–711 CE 

CHAPTER 4 Islam in South Asia, 711–1556 

CHAPTER 5 The Great Mughals, 1556–1757 

CHAPTER 6 From Company State to Crown Rule, 1757–1877 

CHAPTER 7 Toward Freedom, 1877–1947 

CHAPTER 8 South Asia and the World, 1947 to the Present 

Chronology 

Notes 

Further Reading 

Websites 

Acknowledgments 

Index 


Editors’ Preface

This book is part of the New Oxford World History, an innovative series that offers readers an informed, lively, and up-to-date history of the world and its people that represents a significant change from the “old” world history. Only a few years ago, world history generally amounted to a history of the West—Europe and the United States—with small amounts of information from the rest of the world. Some versions of the “old” world history drew attention to every part of the world except Europe and the United States. Readers of that kind of world history could get the impression that somehow the rest of the world was made up of exotic people who had strange customs and spoke difficult languages. Still another kind of “old” world history presented the story of areas or peoples of the world by focusing primarily on the achievements of great civilizations. One learned of great buildings, influential world religions, and mighty rulers but little of ordinary people or more general economic and social patterns. Interactions among the world’s peoples were often told from only one perspective.

This series tells world history differently. First, it is comprehensive, covering all countries and regions of the world and investigating the total human experience—even those of so-called peoples without histories living far from the great civilizations. “New” world historians thus share in common an interest in all of human history, even going back millions of years before there were written human records. A few “new” world histories even extend their focus to the entire universe, a “big history” perspective that dramatically shifts the beginning of the story back to the big bang. Some see the “new” global framework of world history today as viewing the world from the vantage point of the Moon, as one scholar put it. We agree. But we also want to take a close-up view, analyzing and reconstructing the significant experiences of all of humanity.

This is not to say that everything that has happened everywhere and in all time periods can be recovered or is worth knowing, but that there is much to be gained by considering both the separate and interrelated stories of different societies and cultures. Making these connections is still another crucial ingredient of the “new” world history. It emphasizes connectedness and interactions of all kinds—cultural, economic, political, religious, and social—involving peoples, places, and processes. It makes comparisons and finds similarities. Emphasizing both the comparisons and interactions is critical to developing a global framework that can deepen and broaden historical understanding, whether the focus is on a specific country or region or on the whole world.

The rise of the new world history as a discipline comes at an opportune time. The interest in world history in schools and among the general public is vast. We travel to one another’s nations, converse and work with people around the world, and are changed by global events. War and peace affect populations worldwide, as do economic conditions and the state of our environment, communications, and health and medicine. The New Oxford World History presents local histories in a global context and gives an overview of world events seen through the eyes of ordinary people. This combination of the local and the global further defines the new world history. Understanding the workings of global and local conditions in the past gives us tools for examining our own world and for envisioning the interconnected future that is in the making.

Bonnie G. Smith

Anand Yang


Preface

Over a century ago, F. Max Müller, a pioneering scholar of world history, a field he knew as “universal history,” gave a series of lectures arguing that whatever sphere of interest the human mind might select for special study, whether it be customs or languages, South Asia had to be considered because “the most valuable and most instructive materials in the history of man are treasured up there and only there.”1 The Nobel Prize–winning French essayist Romain Rolland regarded South Asia, in Prophets of the New India, as “the one place on earth where all the dreams of living men have found a home.”2 While both claims stretch the truth, the region holds a place in world history that is second to none, not only because of its unique status as home to arguably the world’s oldest functioning civilization, but also because the region’s largest modern nation, India, is currently vying with China for leadership of the world’s economy by 2050.

South Asia’s role as a touchstone for world history has much to do with its great size and population. South Asia is a triangular geographic region the size of Europe, more than 1,500 miles wide at its widest point from east to west and almost 2,000 miles long from north to south. It is the home of seven modern nations: the Federal Democratic Republic of Nepal, the Islamic Republic of Pakistan, the Kingdom of Bhutan, the People’s Republic of Bangladesh, the Republic of India, the Republic of the Maldives, and the Republic of the Union of Myanmar (some would include the Islamic Republic of Afghanistan and exclude Myanmar). To world historians, South Asia is a subcontinent of Eurasia, set apart from the rest of the world by surrounding seas and great mountain ranges. Like North America, it is divided internally by mountain chains, river systems, a great desert (the Thar), and a dry, high plateau, the Deccan. These geographic obstacles have been surmounted by its human population, which has turned South Asia into one of the more densely populated places on earth. It is currently home to about one-fifth of the world’s population, more than 1.7 billion of the world’s 7 billion people.

Along with Egypt, Mesopotamia, and northern China, South Asia was one of the earliest of the “cradles” of civilization. It was physically larger than its contemporaries in Mesopotamia and Egypt. Its cities  
benefited from innovations such as grid-patterned street plans, sewer lines, and flushable indoor plumbing. In classical times, its philosophical and theological schools figured in debates from Korea to the Greek city-state of Athens. The Roman economy was influenced by trade across the Indian Ocean to and from the bustling ports on South Asia’s southern shores. Indigenized versions of its major classical religious traditions, Buddhism and Hinduism, took root elsewhere in Asia, while the region’s monks, priests, and travelers spread literacy along with its epic literature and puppetry traditions, which together still influence Southeast Asia’s performing arts.

[image: image]

During the period that in the West is commonly called the Middle Ages, South Asian merchants plied Asia’s richest trade routes, selling across Afro-Eurasia much-in-demand cotton and silk to use in the manufacture of fine clothing. One of the early modern period’s greatest writers, William Shakespeare, referred in two of his plays, Henry IV, Part I and The Merchant of Venice, to the importance of Europe’s trade with the region, including gemstones from its “bountiful mines.”3 Some scholars suggest that Britain’s leading and sustaining role in the Industrial Revolution was made possible by its control of South Asia’s vast material and human resources.

From 1757 to 1947, the British people sought to justify or excuse the exploitation of South Asia’s land and people by claiming that they were backward, in need of civilizing, and had nothing to teach Europeans. However, even as the British began to assert their authority over South Asia, the region’s classical language, Sanskrit, was found to have a common origin with the languages of Europe. This discovery was followed by further encounters with South Asia’s philosophical, literary, and scientific heritage that led to the reshaping of intellectual traditions in Europe and the world over, as exemplified in literature in the work of the German writer Goethe, the American transcendentalist poets Ralph Waldo Emerson and Walt Whitman, and British writers such as William Wordsworth, Samuel Taylor Coleridge, and E. M. Forster. Physicist Albert Einstein is reputed to have said that by developing what today are called Arabic numerals, including the place-holder zero, the region taught the rest of the world how to count, without which no major scientific discovery could have been made. Einstein’s colleague Erwin Schrödinger saw in the Upanishads justification for their scientific theories regarding the underlying unity of all things, which convinced Schrödinger that individual consciousness was only the manifestation of a unitary consciousness pervading the universe.

By the early twentieth century, many in the West, grown weary of the rationalism and materialism of the modern world, came to so admire what they called the “more spiritual” life of South Asia that they saw it as humanity’s best hope for the future. However, when taken to such an extreme, this construction of South Asia’s cultural heritage was far off the mark. While Americans and Europeans were right to admire one or another of the region’s so-called otherworldly philosophies, many of these philosophies, and most of the region’s peoples, were and remain no less materialistic than those found elsewhere. Since throwing off their British colonial yoke in 1947–1949, the nations of South Asia have resumed their place as sources of both philosophical light and material influence in world affairs.

South Asia’s art and musical traditions also have had a global reach, but its cultural encounters with other societies have often been reciprocal. Western movie soundtracks today routinely employ the staccato beat of the tabla (small drums with tight drum skins) to heighten drama or suspense, while the Indian film industry in Mumbai (formerly called Bombay) is called “Bollywood,” referencing the famous US film city. Its writers, including Rabindranath Tagore, V. S. Naipaul, Salman Rushdie, and Jhumpa Lahiri, have won the world’s most respected awards in literature.

South Asian political systems all loom large in world history. The region’s early dynasties, such as those of the Mauryans, Kushans, Guptans, and Cholas, figure prominently in the comparative study of the empires of the ancient world. The Sultanate of Delhi (1198–1526) is one of the earliest examples of this basic form of Islamic government. The Mughal Empire (1526–1858) is numbered alongside the Ottomans, Safavids, and Qing (Manchus) as an example of “gunpowder empires,” a term commonly used to describe regimes melding effective bureaucratic management systems with the use of modern cannon and musketry.

South Asia is also known as the model for many modern colonial resistance and nationalist movements. The strategies of nonviolent social and political change through disobedience pursued by Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi helped hasten the end of the British Empire in India and, as interpreted by Dr. Martin Luther King, ended the legal trappings of racism in the United States. Aung San Suu Kyi of Myanmar successfully employed them to weaken the authoritarian regime in her country. The once-violent revolutionary Nelson Mandela and his pacifist compatriot Bishop Desmond Tutu employed Ghandi’s methods in their fight to end apartheid in South Africa.

South Asia has experienced a variety of other global historical processes, such as major human migrations (including Indo-Europeans, Huns, Arabs, and Turks) and modern colonialism (Dutch, French, and Portuguese, as well as British). It is now a testing ground for solutions to the problems of poverty and social discrimination and also for addressing cultural and economic globalization through policies that yield economic development while preserving a sense of community cohesion and cultural tradition. Students of gender relations find South Asia of particular interest due to its complexity. Most of its societies are intensely patriarchal, and there are few regions where females are less valued. Yet there are no places on earth where more women have served as prime minister or president. Some of these include Sri Lanka’s Sirimavo Bandaranaike, Pakistan’s Benazir Bhutto, Nepal’s Bidhya Devi Bhandari, India’s Indira Gandhi, and Sheik Hasina and Khaleda Zia of Bangladesh.

Indira Gandhi’s father and the first prime minister of India, Jawaharlal Nehru, wrote in The Discovery of India that the entire subcontinent contained millions of “separate individual men and women, each differing from the other, each living in a private universe of thought and feeling . . . Yet something has bound them together and binds them still.”4 It is true that, while South Asia’s internal geographic and political divisions have led to a wide degree of regional linguistic and ethnic variations, its peoples have much in common in terms of patterns of dress, cuisine, social organization, and religious practice, if not always religious identity. Respect for gurus and pirs (great religious teachers) and religious pilgrimages are nearly universal among South Asians of all faiths. This “unity in diversity” has both supported episodes of imperial grandeur and also sustained its people in the absence of a subcontinental centralized state.

The forces of globalization, from interregional trade to European colonialism and the rise of “free-market” economics, have spurred South Asians of all stripes to go abroad in such numbers that they comprise one of the world’s largest diasporas. Many countries have large minority populations of South Asian descent, ranging from Britain, with 8 percent, to Fiji, with between 46 and 49 percent South Asians.

South Asia holds a particularly strong attraction for those who wish to examine the role of very large-scale developments in human history, often called “Big History,” such as the emergence of agriculture and global environmental history. South Asia’s place in the history of agriculture can be gauged by the global use of the term “Asian,” which is probably rooted in the Sri Lankan term for rice (arisi) employed by the Portuguese as they forged the first direct commercial sea links between Europe and Asia. The devastating droughts and famines that occurred in South Asia during the late nineteenth century were closely connected to a global ocean-warming phenomenon called El Niño. Along with global warming, these natural events illustrate the importance of environmental factors in South Asian as well as world history and remain major environmental concerns in the region. Some scholars see the progress of the Industrial Revolution in Britain as linked to its defeat of its European rivals in South Asia, which provided it access to the region’s valuable material resources and markets. Today’s booming South Asian high-technology industry reflects economic globalization through its role in the increasing shift of such jobs from the West to the East.

There may be no better way to approach the Big History of the world than through the examples provided by South Asia’s connection with geological and weather factors whose influence is far greater than even El Niño. Scientists hold that approximately two hundred million years ago the continuous welling up of molten material from the earth’s core forced one triangular piece of land to dive beneath its Eurasian counterpart. This process continues to this day, producing a massive upward thrust of earth that is now the world’s youngest, greatest, and still-growing chain of mountains, the 1,600-mile-long Himalayas (Abode of Snow), and several associated ranges to its east and west.

The Himalayas and its neighboring mountain ranges influence South Asia’s climate and related patterns of rainfall, temperature, and human activity by holding off arctic winds from the north, ensuring that most of the subcontinent enjoys a semitropical or tropical environment. They also play a role in generating the winds that drive the heavy rains of April–September and October–November. These monsoons offer relief from months of little or no rain and summer heat that can reach well over 100 degrees Fahrenheit. The wind generated by the monsoons secured South Asia’s place as a fulcrum of early world trade: in the age of sail, ships traveling to and from South Asia, Southeast Asia, China, Africa, the Middle East, and Europe moved back and forth in keeping with the rhythm of monsoon winds.

The monsoons of South Asia are not, however, constant. Periodic shifts in the surrounding ocean’s temperature and shifts in the wind currents in Central Asia can result in the failure of one or both of the monsoons, resulting in prolonged drought and often famine. Conversely, monsoon-related river flooding coinciding with high tides, oceanic cyclones, and tectonic plate movements have inflicted great damage to the subcontinent’s human population. All over the world, changes in weather and tectonic plate movements have menaced entire cities and led to changes in the courses of rivers and coastlines. Together, these developments destroyed South Asia’s earliest cities and today threaten its modern cities, as they have menaced and may soon destroy other urban areas across the globe.

Much of South Asia’s place in world history may be less visible than weather and geological events, less visceral than colonial conquest and resistance, and less tangible than shifts in the global division of labor. It may rest in the region’s ability to pursue innovative ideas generated from within, to absorb or adapt to new ideas imported from other regions, and to transmit or re-transmit these ideas into the wider world, a process exemplified by Gandhi’s effort to help liberate South Asia from European colonial domination. Gandhi drew on indigenous conceptions of nonviolence (ahimsa) and a host of international influences, including the biblical Sermon on the Mount and the American philosopher Henry David Thoreau’s pioneering ideas about civil disobedience, to create a method of sociopolitical action that would appeal to people not only in South Asia but also across the world. Gandhian methods loom so large in world history that one can easily lose sight of regional variations or adaptations of violent global resistance movements. These include movements and parties practicing “people’s war,” such as the Naxalites in India and Maoists in Nepal. South Asia has long been a site of global Islamist struggle waged there and elsewhere by the Taliban and Al Qaida.

South Asia’s capacity for synthesis and adaptation is a recurring theme in efforts to gauge the region’s place in world history. Yet this capacity is not unlimited. The respect given by many South Asians to diversity does not mean that all believe in equality. Moreover, the region’s ability to draw inspiration from its traditional patterns of life to innovate in the face of rapid change has been severely tested over the centuries by forces as varied as religious fundamentalism, colonialism, nationalism, and laissez-faire or neoliberal economics. As these are global processes, both old and new, it is clear that the history of South Asia has much to tell us about the complex and increasingly interrelated world in which we live.


CHAPTER 1

South Asia and the World to 1500 BCE

Nearly four thousand years ago, one of the greatest port cities of the ancient world flourished east of where the Indus River meets the Indian Ocean at a site now called Lothal. Ships left from Lothal’s seven-hundred-foot brick-lined wharf for places as distant as the Mesopotamian port of Ur, more than one thousand miles to the west. When these ships arrived at Ur and elsewhere in what is now called the Persian Gulf, the local inhabitants would have rushed to examine their valuable cargoes. These included the world’s original cotton fabrics, wood, finely crafted gemstone beads, and key foodstuffs such as barley, rice, and wheat. These goods were the products of South Asia’s first urban society, called Harappa after the name of the modern village closest to the site of one of the oldest and largest of its cities. Harappan cities and towns sprawled across the landscape of much of what is today Pakistan and northwestern India. Such was the size of the population of these settlements (some as large as fifty thousand) and their number (perhaps more than two thousand) that Lothal is only one of several ports of an urban complex that rivals those of Egypt and Mesopotamia. As the trade between Mesopotamian and Harappan cities was among the first direct and sustained contacts between the earliest urban societies, Lothal lies very near the roots of South Asian history and world trade.

It also lies close to the very beginnings of human history. The presence of stone tools dating to before 70,000 BCE leaves little doubt that human populations have long dwelt on the subcontinent. Subsequent patterns of development indicate a diversity of human communities and activities that remains a hallmark of the region. Its temperate climate and rich soils may have first attracted human groups to enter the subcontinent from the west and north, but they also subsequently drew Austronesian peoples from Southeast Asia to its eastern, central, and southern regions. In time, the subcontinent was home to foraging bands, pastoral nomads, and sedentary farmers, who varied greatly in their lifestyles. Some were organized along patriarchal lines, others were matriarchal societies.

After 4000 BCE, a new mix of human technologies and agricultural methods gradually added to the existing South Asian ways of life. Sedentary farming generated food surpluses that supported increasing job specialization, urban life, and long-distance trade. These surpluses also fostered literacy and large-scale building projects. This new pattern of human society is commonly called civilization, after the Latin word civis, or “city dweller,” though today that term is used carefully so as not to suggest that non-urban dwellers are any less sophisticated or “civilized.” After all, a song by a nomadic cattle herder can be as rich or poor in its expression of the human experience as that sung by a diva in an opera house or by a popular singer in a football stadium. When compared with other ways of living, such as hunting and gathering or pastoral nomadism (people moving with their herds of cattle), city dwelling offers the possibility of a richer diet and a higher standard of living. Yet civilization, with its bureaucratic administration and capacity to wage mass warfare, is often no less stressful than other forms of human society.

The emergence in South Asia of this new pattern of life, called the Neolithic or New Stone Age, can be linked to the Himalayas. When the subcontinent was formed, a vast watery gulf separated the northernmost section of peninsular South Asia, called the Deccan, from the foothills of the Himalayas. Monsoon rains make no headway in wearing down the Himalayas because the earth is pushing them up at the same rate that rain and snow act to erode them. Yet the process of erosion has been so relentless that the gap between the Deccan and the great mountains to the north and west was ultimately filled with mineral-rich runoff from the Himalayas. When this soil was spread upon the land by its flood-prone river systems, as in the valley of the Indus River in the northwest or across the vast region traversed by the Ganges and Brahmaputra rivers and parallel watercourses in the north (called the Gangetic Plain), the first peoples of northern South Asia enjoyed topsoil that still ranks among the world’s most productive. This alluvial soil was not only rich in nutrients, but easily worked.

By about 3300 BCE, some South Asians in the valley of the Indus River witnessed the development of agriculture, the growing of food in amounts capable of generating food surpluses. This was made possible by the domestication of plants, such as wheat and barley, and the domestication of animals, such as the humped bull and water buffalo, which provided the means of sustaining all of the world’s early civilizations. By 2600 BCE, many urban complexes had risen to maturity in the valley of the Indus River and beyond, reaching north to Shortughai, situated on the Amu Darya in northern Afghanistan, south toward today’s Mumbai, eastward toward the head of the Gangetic Plain, and west to the border between Persia (modern Iran) and Pakistan.

The city now known as Harappa in the north of modern Pakistan is the site of one of the earliest and largest of these urban complexes and is the most common name given for the entire civilization. In the larger Harappan cities, such as Mohenjo-daro four hundred miles farther south, people traveled along streets laid out in a square grid pattern, the first of their kind. This city also shows evidence of the first town planning of any kind, with each city-center block of uniform length. Brick walls ten feet thick surrounded the elevated heart of these complexes. These massive walls seem built to protect against flood, rather than attack. Their gateways appear better designed to check incoming and outgoing merchant carts for sales receipts and tax payments on trade goods than for defense and lacked typical elements of ancient defensive fortifications, such as angled entrances to thwart a sudden rush or exposing an attacker to assault from above. Also, few weapons have as yet been found, and these are of such poor quality as to suggest a lack of need for them.

Harappan urbanites worked and lived in structures made of both mud brick and “burnt” or baked brick. The most impressive homes were those clustered on raised platforms, often as much as nine feet above the floodplain. These had their own baths and toilets connected by pipes to one of the most elaborate drainage and sewer systems in world history. This drainage system, when taken together with the system of locks controlling water levels and flow in harbors like Lothal, has led some investigators to conclude that Harappans were master hydraulic engineers. Shops and the dwellings of merchants and craftsmen located in the lower level of Harappan cities were concentrated along their north–south axis, while exclusively residential housing was located along streets running east to west. Industrial areas and factory buildings have also been identified, including a flour mill with circular brick work platforms and built-in mortars used to grind grain. Simple living quarters for workers were attached to the mill.

Daily material life was dominated by highly profitable farming and the most diverse manufacturing activity in the ancient world. Both were made possible by the region’s fertile and mineral-rich alluvial soil, but Harappan society may still not have flourished had it not been for its capacity to export its farming, metallurgical, and manufacturing surpluses. Tons of Harappan barley, cotton, rice, and wheat, as well as untold amounts of turquoise and agate, left annually from port cities such as those found near the modern villages of Lothal and Dholavira. These goods traveled to the cities of Dilmun (Bahrain) and Magan (possibly Oman) and further on to Mesopotamia, whose inhabitants knew the lands of the Indus Valley as Meluhha. Indus Valley pottery has already been found in Oman, where a recently discovered cuneiform inscription offers services to those who need a translator of the language of Meluhha. This suggests that ports in ancient Bahrain and Oman may have served to facilitate trade between the two civilizations. Phoenician middlemen may have carried that trade as far as Egypt.
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This artist’s reconstruction shows a gateway into the city of Harappa. Uniform proportions of bricks and a lack of defensive works indicate a well-ordered and relatively stable society. Archaeologists found intact the arched bricked drain opening and other structures that were over four thousand years old. Painted by Chris Sloan, courtesy Harappa Archaeological Research Project



Similar cargoes were dispatched northward from the city of Harappa overland to the Bactrian–Margiana civilization that thrived along the banks of the Oxus River in modern Uzbekistan. In exchange, South Asians received silver and gemstones, including lapis lazuli from Afghanistan and jade from China, which Harappans manufactured into valuable goods for internal consumption or export. Harappan cities produced precious jewelry, in part by drilling and shaping imported as well as local gemstones, including carnelian, a supremely hard stone. This they did with a skill so fine that carnelian beads made by them were the most treasured possessions of Mesopotamian kings and queens. Around 2500 BCE, the Mesopotamian queen Puabi was buried with Harappan-made items of copper, wood, and shells, as well as a gold necklace with carnelian beads and lapis lazuli. An ivory workshop found at Lothal suggests that elephants may have been domesticated to ensure that a supply of ivory was available to meet both foreign and domestic orders.1
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This trade-fueled prosperity may have helped spur increased opportunities for work other than farming and, consequently, may have permitted a degree of job specialization unprecedented in the ancient world. As in other early civilizations, job specialization led to elaborate social differentiation and hierarchy in which the perceived value of an occupation determined social and political rank. Signs of such ranking by occupation have been found throughout Harappan society, ranging from bangles (gold for the higher ranks, gold-plated copper or tin for the middle ranks, and clay or seashells for common folk) to hairstyles and housing. On the other hand, Harappans seem to have seen death as a great equalizer. The cemeteries thus far excavated are unique among early urban civilizations in that their graves contain no personal wealth, such as jewelry, and offer no sign of the rank or power of the deceased. The disposition of their dead would indicate, at least in terms of cultural expression, that Harappan social divisions may have been less dramatic than elsewhere.

When initially explored by professional archaeologists in 1921–1924, the ancient rubble of Harappan cities seemed to yield few spectacular finds, suggesting that Harappa was a poor copy of Sumerian or other societies in Iraq, whose knowledge had somehow diffused eastward to form an “Indo-Sumerian civilization.” However, further excavations revealed that the grid design of Harappan cities and their sanitation systems were without parallel in the ancient world. Moreover, their writing bore no relation to Sumerian cuneiform (script cut into wetted clay tablets). Harappans had also developed their own systems of weights and measures, including a decimal system. Their baked bricks of every size were manufactured at a fixed ratio of 1:2:4. Street corners were set at crisp right angles, a major feat of engineering. Harappan figurines have been described as masterpieces.2

Such discoveries were exciting, but paled in comparison to other finds, which collectively determined that the size of Harappan civilization in terms of territory was greater than Egypt and Mesopotamia combined, with settlements reaching into Central Asia. The discovery of dozens of Harappan-age sites along the dry bed of the Ghaggar-Hakra River further expanded the known range of Harappan culture. The riverbed runs parallel to the Indus River approximately one hundred miles to the east, crossing the border between present-day Pakistan and India. Immediately after the discovery of Harappan cities on the Indian side of the border, some nationalist-minded Indians began to speculate that the Ghaggar-Hakra riverbed may have more sites than neighboring Pakistan’s Indus Valley. They have also argued that the now dry bed was the “lost” Sarasvati River mentioned in ancient Hindu texts, and that the name of Harappan civilization should therefore be changed to Sarasvati civilization. Such claims may prove to be valid, but modern nationalist arguments complicate the task of South Asian archaeologists who must deal with the poor condition of Harappan sites. The high water table means the oldest sites are under water or waterlogged and difficult to access. Many cities have been plundered by later peoples for their bricks. Most of all, archaeologists must work without the aid of written records due to their continuing inability to read the Harappan script.

The absence of a single grand fortress or palace on the citadel or highest mound at Harappa argues against a single authority and suggests that its people were not ruled by divinely connected rulers living in a central palace, as was the case in Mesopotamia, Egypt, and China. The large number of substantial structures found there would be in keeping with a constant maneuvering for political power among a variety of interests in a less centralized, but complex, political system. Each city may have had its own leadership that functioned within a web of trade and production managed by shifting alliances between commercial or agricultural elites at the city’s center.

Artifacts found at Dholavira, a sister port city of Lothal to its northwest, indicate that its citizens produced not only copies of wares made in the Harappan heartland but also goods stylistically linked to neighboring peoples. Other artifacts suggest that non-Harappan craftspeople migrating into such cities brought with them their own traditional arts, which led to a blending of cultures and artistic production. The evidence suggests that the people of Dholavira were able to reconcile different ideas and practices, a process known to world historians as syncretism.

In the absence of hard evidence, speculation is rife over the nature of Harappan religion. Scholars have attempted to reconstruct the Harappan religious outlook from the pictographs on Harappan seals, which are small, thin clay or soapstone tiles that may have been used as labels on merchandise. These seals often feature pictures of animals or human-like figures next to brief texts in the (undeciphered) Harappan script. Some of these seals are suggestive of religious beliefs, at least to those who believe that many South Asian religious traditions have Harappan roots. Fueling such speculation are seals of a possibly masked figure before whom offerings seem to be made. The figure sits with ankles over opposite thighs, phallus erect, and often orbited by elephants and rhinoceroses. Most South Asians today would recognize this figure as an early form of Shiva, a manifestation of the divine power governing all creation, including all animal life (pasupati). In this seated pose, now called the “lotus” or padmasana position (padma, “lotus”; asana, “seated”), Shiva demonstrates that meditation, when used to control the sexual drive, generates energy in tune with the internal spiritual, and hence cosmic, order.

Any attempt to project Shiva’s current characteristics backward in time or to draw too fine a parallel with an ancient artifact (howsoever similar in appearance) is fraught with peril. However, this so-called Shiva prototype draws attention to other evidence supporting the view that Harappan peoples were greatly concerned with maintaining order, cosmic and otherwise. The standard proportions of bricks of all sizes produced throughout the society, the careful maintenance of the pattern of major streets and structures, the lack of visible signs of mass conflict, together with the absence of palaces and temples, could all be taken to suggest that a sense of order was internalized in the hearts of Harappans, not imposed from above by priestly or monarchial decree. Without some sense of civic duty or cohesion, it is hard to imagine, for example, how a government could have cleared the wooden filters found in miles of Harappan drains. Such tasks may have been accomplished, as they were in Egypt, by instilling people with a deep devotion to a pharaoh-like authority, but the legitimization of such authority in Egypt was reflected in the construction of broad avenues leading to massive public buildings expressing and exalting the divine ruler’s power to regulate society, features thus far absent at Harappan sites. The grid pattern of Harappan streets and standardization of building materials are more likely evidence of powerful guilds and municipal boards and serve a practical purpose, though they might also be fulfilling a collective view of an orderly cosmos.



[image: image]

A clay seal featuring a horned figure surrounded by animals and labeled with Indus Valley script dating from 2500 to 2400 BCE. Some scholars suspect that the image is a religious one, depicting a Harappan forerunner of the Hindu deity, the Lord Shiva. National Museum of India, New Delhi, India/Bridgeman Images SCP57227



The apparent absence of kings, brutal slave quarters, prisons, warfare, powerful weapons, or morally driven complex social hierarchies, together with orderly cityscapes, may seem like these cities together constituted an egalitarian, peaceable, utopian realm. Such a view does not take into consideration the hours of backbreaking labor supplied by factory and millworkers who no doubt lived in the poorer parts of town. Further, the discovery of a grave at Mohenjo-daro that holds the skeletons of a couple buried side by side could be taken to mean that the much later Hindu practice of a widow joining her husband in death (called sati) had Harappan origins. Yet the mere presence of husbands and wives buried next to each other is insufficient to support such a claim, and even so, it would only mean that early “civilized” South Asia was no more a paradise for women than it was in most other parts of the ancient world, where male dominance or patriarchy was common.

Harappan civilization reached its peak from about 2700 to 2000 BCE. Such was its influence on the world beyond its frontiers that the royal scribes of the great Mesopotamian king Sargon boasted that his great power was proved by the large number of ships with goods, such as wood from Meluhha, tied up by the quay at Agade,3 his capital city on the Euphrates. Long after Sargon passed from the scene, rich cargoes from Meluhha still arrived in Mesopotamia, but by 1900 BCE Harappan ports, such as Dholavira and Lothal, and their Mesopotamian counterparts had disappeared or were in serious decline.

Harappan and Mesopotamian civilizations of that time seem to have fallen victim to common environmental forces. Harappan and Mesopotamian soils betrayed both societies. Each had long exploited great flood plains, where water overflowing the banks of their river systems could be captured by dams and distributed by levies to farms. The water-sodden land was then planted with crops that matured before the trapped flood waters fully evaporated. In South Asia, the possibility of two monsoon-driven rainy seasons greatly extended the crop-growing season. However, intensive plant growth, waterlogged land, and hot, dry summer climates cause rapid surface evaporation, drawing salts in the earth closer to the surface, where they slowly poison plant life through a process called salinization. Moreover, salt-permeated topsoil is easily blown away by passing winds, causing desertification. These conditions are further exacerbated where a hard substratum of bedrock impervious to water lies not far beneath the surface, as is the case in the valley of the Indus. Such soil formations mean water tends even more to stay close to the surface (a high water table), where the process of evaporation is greatest. Salinization is particularly deadly in regions experiencing a period of decreasing local rainfall, as the drier the air, the faster the evaporation, and hence the quicker the rise in salts to the surface. A further shift eastward of the monsoons may have been responsible for this decreasing moisture, encouraging a drying trend that became well established in Mesopotamia, in Canaan (Palestine), and on the western Indian subcontinent before 1800 BCE.

Throughout history, the combination of intense farming of flooded, waterlogged land in a dry climate with a high water table and decreasing local rainfall has proven deadly to human society. This same phenomenon brought an end to Peru’s various Viru Valley cultures (dating from 1050 BCE) and that of the Sonoran Desert’s Hohokam Indians (300 to 1450 CE) in the basin of the aptly named Salt River in Arizona. It seems that between 1900 and 1500 BCE, both the northeastern plains of South India and the land between the Tigris and Euphrates (Mesopotamia) experienced the ill effects of salinization. Crop failures in Mesopotamia may have led to poverty, which may in turn have reduced its trade with Harappa. The loss of a chief trade partner would have made it harder for Harappans to overcome the loss of their own agricultural surpluses.

Ironically, both civilizations’ management of their natural resources may have figured in this mutual decline. Much of the Harappan–Mesopotamian bulk trade was in Harappan wood. Harappan woodsmen may have stripped much of the Indus Valley of its local forests for this trade and to provide fuel for the kilns that dried the bricks used widely in Harappan construction. Mesopotamians had already deforested the lands between the Tigris and the Euphrates, hence their need for outside suppliers of wood mentioned in Sumerian records. The removal of forest cover, for any reason, increases flooding, because trees hold water in the soil. The making of burnt bricks and the trade in wood, combined with drought, was a prescription for disaster.

Dramatic earth movements have often altered the course of human history: earthquake-related tsunamis alone have eradicated cities from ancient Mycenae (Crete) to Port Royal (Jamaica) in the early modern period. The fate of Harappans was probably sealed by a series of earthquakes and other tectonic-movement-related events between 1900 and 1500 BCE that uplifted land and shifted river beds so as to create even greater pooling of water in a time of flood, further increasing salinization. Increasingly unproductive land and declining Mesopotamian trade would have made it harder to fix the damage done by floods and earthquakes. Cities show signs of a slow dissolution of civic cohesion, including the rise of slums, the failure to maintain the grid pattern of streets, and a decline in the quality of crafts.

In South Asia, Harapan cities along the Indus and Ghaggar-Hakra rivers may have been the first to perish, as their life-giving waters shifted or largely dried up by 1900 BCE. Others cities, such as the port at Lothal, may have survived for perhaps two centuries longer until river courses either shifted away from or flooded over them. In an effort to avoid annihilation, Harappans may have moved farther east and south in search of fertile land and reliable rainfall. Such a migration might explain the ancient Harappan-like dam structures and cultural fragments found along rivers in the Deccan.

Language offers further evidence of Harappan migration.
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