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CONCLUSION 

As a highly disciplined people known for evolving an 

urban civilization the Harappans exhibit discipline in their 

writing also. The Indus Script which includes both Mature 

(early) and Late Harappan scripts is often mistaken for a 

pictograph on account of the presence of pictures of animate 

and inanimate objects along with cursive signs in the early 

inscriptions occurring on seals recovered from the 

excavations at Harappa, Mohenjo-daro, Lothal, Kalibangan, 

Rangpur, Dholavira and a few other sites. The origin of this 

mixed writing of the early phase is not known although some 

cursive signs were used as potter's marks in Rehman Dheri in 

the pre-Harappan levels. The pictures in the early script of 

Mature Harappa culture represent parts of the human body 

(hand), plants (pipal leaf and coniferous plant), animals 

(dog and goat), birds and insects (scorpion, bee, ant etc.) 

and some inanimate objects such as house, furrowed field, 

hill and mountain. Sometimes the cursive signs were combined 

among themselves. Occasionally two pictures or a picture or a 

cursive sign were combined. 

The Indus Script was not static and evolved itself into 

a simple cursive script by 1900 B.C. after dropping pictures. 

The cursive script continued to be used later for four or 

five centuries more. The evolution of the script was brought 

to light for the first time by S.R. Rao in one of his 

articles in 'Manthan', Delhi (1977) and earlier in Lothal and 
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the Indus Civilization, (1973). This discovery opened up a 

new line of research in Indus Script which was hitherto 

considered as static. In the evolutionary process the script 

was simplified and the number of cursive signs was reduced to 

24 only. Almost all the pictures were omitted. Although 

initialy it appeared that the simplified form of writing was 

confined to a few seal inscriptions of the Late phase the 

excavations of Harappa and Mohenjodaro by Dales gave 

confirmative evidence of evolution from more than 50 seals 

(Rao, S.R., 1991). Another very important observation made by 

Rao was that some signs occurred in their basic form and 

short strokes were attached to them. Both the forms occurred 

occasionally in the same inscription (Fig. 17) which 

suggested that addition of strokes was intentional and not 

accidental. 

Early pictographic Sumerian Script had about 2000 signs. 

This was reduced to about 900 in Sumerian cuneiform and 

further to about 600 in Akkadian and 450 in Hittite 

cuneiform. The Elamite cuneiform syllabary used 163 signs 

while in the Old Persian cuneiform syllabary the number was 

further reduced to 41. Finally the Ugaritic cuneiform 

alphabet used only 30 signs. The Early Harappan script had 62 

basic signs including 18 frequently occurring and a few 

occasionally occurring pictures. The cursive signs were 34 

only. In the Late Harappan period cursive signs were further 

reduced to 24, including alternative signs for the same 

sound. Since Fairservis, Knorozov, Asko Parpola and Mahadevan 
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assumed that the Harappans were Dravidians, they thought that 

the Indus language must be Dravidian. Further, they 

considered the Indus Script as pictographic-cum-logographic 

because of the presence of pictures. Without analysing the 

compound signs for arriving at basic signs they assumed that 

there were 400 basic signs in the Indus writing. Actually 

they have taken the compound signs also as basic ones and 

given word value to those signs which look like pictures, but 

were not true pictures. In fact, the doubling of consonantal 

signs and joining two or more different signs to form 

conjunct consonants is a feature common to Br'ahmi, Devnagari 

and Indus Scripts. Fairservis followed S.R.Rao's analysis 

partially. Had he taken the analysis to its logical end, he 

would have arrived at the basic signs which are very limited 

in number. 

A careful structural analysis of the Indus signs 

including compound signs carried out by S.R.Rao indicated 

that there are only 21 basic cursive signs of the Late 

Harappan Script (Rao, S.R., 1992) after dropping alternate 

signs of the Early Harappan phase for the same sound. With 

such a small number of basic signs the Indus script could not 

have been pictographic or ideographic or logographic each of 

which needs hundreds of signs and even thousands as in the 

case of the Chinese Script. The Early Harappan writing (3500-

1900 B.C) which had 62 basic signs was logographic-cum 

phonetic, while the Late Harappan cursive script (1900-1500 

B.C.) was primarily phonetic. 
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As regards the decipherment of any script it is quite 

impossible to determine the language if both the language and 

the script are unknown. Having ascertained that the Indus 

Script was phonetic S.R.Rao proceeded from the known to the 

unknown. The nearest comparable script which is already known 

and decoded is the Semitic Script of the 15th-10th Century 

B.C. It was found that as many as 17 basic Indus signs in the 

cursive writing are identical with 17 Semitic signs. Because 

of such close similarities between the signs of the two 

scripts, the phonetic value of Semitic signs was given to the 

corresponding cursive basic signs of Late Harappan 

inscriptions. Rao has clearly stated that the Semitic people 

who had trade contacts with the Harappans borrowed by 1500 

B.C., 17 Indus cursive signs. (Rao, 1982, p-ix, 1992, p-79) 

for their consonantal value. B. B. Lai misinterpreted that 

Rao suggests that the Indus people borrowed Semitic signs. 

Rao has further pointed out that the principle of attaching 

strokes to basic signs and joining consonantal signs in Indus 

Script was followed by Br'ahmi scribes also. It has been 

observed that meaningful words could be formed if the 

inscription is read on the basis of the values given to 

Semitic signs but keeping in mind that the short strokes 

added to Indus basic signs indicate the vowel value of the 

consonant, while the joining of signs as in Brahmi suggests 

to formation of conjunct consonants. The cursive Indus 

inscriptions read on the above principle have revealed that 

the language was akin to Old-Indo-Aryan (Vedic). 

195 



After reading the cursive inscriptions it becomes 

obvious that the Harappans added vowel values to the basic 

signs which the Semitic people did not do. The Indus 

inscriptions clearly suggest that the language is neither 

Semitic nor Dravidian. It shows close affinity in vocabulary, 

semantics and grammar with Old-Indo-Aryan (the language of 

the Vedas). The very fact that conjunct consonants such as 

pt, rk, rh, tr were formed in Indus Script indicates that the 

language could not be Dravidian for such formations are not 

possible in Tamil, Kannada and other Dravidian scripts. One 

more reason why the Indus Script cannot be bracketed with the 

Dravidian group is that the Indus Script has distinct signs 

for voiced and voiceless stops namely k, kh, ^, ^h, t , tha, 

d, dha, p, pha, and b, bh which is not the case in Tamil. 

Mitchiner has also concluded that the languages of Harappa 

and Mohenjo-daro had distinct features that could well 

indicate ancestry of Sanskrit and Prakrit respectively 

(Mitchiner, 1978). Prof. W. W. de Grumraond of Florida State 

University (USA) has accepted the Indo-European affinities of 

the Harappan language and gives a list of verbal bases in 

Greek and Latin having affinities with the Harappan language 

(Grummond, 1992). He says that the case system so important 

in Indo-European inflection of nouns can be traced in the 

Indus inscriptions also. 

According to S.R.Rao, the Harappan language of the Indus 

inscriptions is not agglutinative like Sumerian, but 

inflexional because the Indus scribes used suffixes such as 
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"a, a^ or ha to serve as case-endings. These suffixes are 

comparable to the suffixes of instrumental, dative, genitive 

cases respectively of nominal stems occurring in the Rq. Veda 

and the Avesta (Rao, 1982). The occurrence of suffixal h/ah 

is reminiscent of the Avestan. Many OIA cognates are traced 

back to the Harappan cognates. These clues lead to the 

recognition of the Harappan language as an earlier form of 

the language of the Vedas. The roots ^X' ii£' E^ ^tc served 

as nouns also in the Indus language. For example, the words 

aeka, dasa, sata, pa, sada, paka, bhaqa, trika etc. written 

alphabetically in cursive signs are Indo-Aryan words. 

The 'man' and 'fish' signs which do not find a place in 

the Semitic Script had ceased to be pictures and had phonetic 

value in Indus writing. Hence the value £ derived from nr/nar 

for 'man' in Rq. Veda was given by Rao to 'man' sign. The 

words with this sign read gr=Sing, tr=cross, pr=protect etc. 

The words in which the value 'S' derived from the word sakula 

or sakunta is given to the 'fish' sign. Words such as sada 

eminent, sasa = ruler, saka=powerful belonging to the Old 

Indo-Aryan family occur frequently in Indus seals 

inscriptions. 

The words for the pictures of Scorpion, pipal leaf, 

hill, field etc have been given syllabic values sisch as Vrs, 

asv, t rd, kshatra etc by S.R. Rao following the principle of 

acrophony. 

The 'pipal leaf ( Oj^ ) sign has been given the 

syllabic value asv from as'vattha. Asva refers to horse as 
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well as Agni in the Rg. Veda. Asva is also the name of a 

person. In the case of 'pipal leaf and 'scorpion' ( v^ ) 

signs an interesting feature is the addition of two other 

cursive signs, one of which stood for the initial vowel 'a,' 

(U) and the other for the laryngeal 'h or h' ( H ). The 

pictures should be read (Sf̂  = asv + â  - h and ^^ = Vrs + 

a + h. These addition of cursives to pictures proves 

conclusively that the 'pipal leaf'and 'scorpion' signs had 

assumed phonetic values and could also take vowel helpers. 

The scorpion sign has been given the syllabic value 'Vrs' 

from the Vedic words Vrscika or Vrscaka. It is however 

possible that alternate words eg. Paksi or Vihaga for the 

bird sign could be used instead of Sak derived from Sakunta. 

Rao's methodology is convincing but the question is whether 

the Indus people had used the same syllabic values for these 

pictures or something else. By substituting paks for bird 

sign a few inscriptions make sense but not a majority of them 

e.g. X ffii C ^ = Paks - ksat does not convey proper sense 

while ̂ Ip/Vy = Paksa does convey sense. 

Thus on the basis of scrupulous analysis of the various 

hypothesis it is clear that the Aryan speaking Harappans laid 

the foundation of an integrated society irrespective of the 

prevalence of different religious practices such as fire 

worship, animal worship etc. Their significant contribution 

to the progress of mankind is the invention of an alphabetic 

system of writing by disciplining the partly pictographic 

writing. 
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All the Indus seals were not used for sealing cargo. 

Some were used as tokens of the owners and some others 

contain a religious formula appealing to god to protect the 

owner from danger. Their god was obviously a nature god, the 

principal diety being the Fire god, Agni. This Fire god 

became a Vedic god. 

It has been found that the Harappan religion was not 

different from that of the Vedic Aryans. Their concept of 

ruler or protector was similar to that of the Vedic Aryans. 

Both Haratipans and Vedic people recognised a supreme god 

which is suggested by the epithet eka, para etc. The altars 

meant for fire-worship and other altars containing remains of 

animal sacrifice laid bare at Lothal and Kalibangan confirm 

that sacrifices and fire-worship were in vogue in Harappan 

times and continued to be observed by the Vedic Aryans. 

It is now obvious that the Indus Script was not static 

but evolved itself into a simple cursive signs by 1900 B.C. 

and continued to be used later on also for four or five 

centuries. Evidence of such use is found in Jhajjar, Daimabad 

and Bet Dwarka upto 1500 B.C. (Rao, 1987, 48-53, Fig. 59, 

Rao, 1988, 52). Although pictures were dropped in due course 

the principle of attaching short strokes to consonantal signs 

to serve as vowel helpers was continued. Similarly the 

technique of combining basic signs to form conjunct 

consonants was also retained even in the Late Harappan period 

e.g. Rojdi inscription. The BraTiroi and Kharoshti scripts of 

the 3rd century B.C. retained both the special features, 
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namely accenting (matra) for indicating the vowel value of 

the consonantal sign and ligaturing for forming conjunct 

consonants (Samyukta aksharas). They have also initial vowel 

signs. 

After examining the validity or otherwise of the models 

suggested by different scholars for decoding the enigmatic 

Indus Script, the following conclusion appears reasonable. 

1. In any attempt to decode an unknown language written 

in an unknown script, the clue must come from an internal 

analysis. A priori assumptions that the language was 

Aryan/Dravidian/Sumerian/Munda etc. are bound to mislead the 

decipherer as he is prone to adjust his readings or 

interpret signs as pictures and assign a word value in the 

language of his choice. Hence a. priori assumptions must be 

avoided. 

2. The main objective of the decipherer should be to 

ascertain the stage of developement of the script whether it 

is pictographic, ideographic, logographic or phonetic. This 

is possible only when the number of basic signs is 

determined. In a long surviving script such as the Indus 

Script, the evolution in the graphic forms or dropping or 

addition of certain signs at some stage should be identified. 

Fortunately, the script of the Harappan period shows a 

reduction in the number of signs by dropping pictures. 

3. A structural analysis of pseudo-pictures which are 

in fact compound signs is necessary to arrive at the basic 
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signs which alone can determine whether the writing is 

pictographic or phonetic. Most scholars who have attempted 

structural analysis have intentionally or unintentionally 

failed to analyse compound signs. It must be admitted that 

S.R.Rao's method ensured not only objectivity as there was no 

a, priori assumption about the language but it 'hit the nail 

on the load' (in the words of Dr. B. Ch. Chhabra) by pointing 

out that the cursive script was a simplified form of picture-

cum-cursive writing of the Early Harappans. He was the first 

individual to analyse fully the pseudo pictures and arrive at 

basic signs which are 64 in Early Harappan and 24 including 

alternatives in Late Harappan script which established the 

phonetic character of the script. 

4. After identifying the script as phonetic the 

decipherer is likely to be in a dilemma as to the which 

phonetic value is to be assigned to each sign. The only way 

to maintain objectivity is to proceed from the known to the 

unknown on the principle of analogy. The known script should 

be more or less contemporary with the Indus cursive script. 

G. R. Hunter (1934) and J.E. Mitchiner (1978) tried to 

emphasize on the hypothesis that Brahmi is derived from Indus 

as some of the Indus signs are found to be identical with 

those of Brahmi characters. A. H. Dani has suggested that it 

is better to compare the Indus Script with the Brahmi script 

instead of Semitic, because the original script of the 

Semitic is pictographic but this too is doubted by scholars. 

David Diringer says, 'nobody knows about the origin of the 
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Semitic writing'. S. R. Rao preferred comparison of the Indus 

cursive signs with those of Semitic writing because the 

latter is almost contemporary. In fact, 70% of the Indus 

signs is similar to Semitic signs, whereas only 41% is very 

similar to Br'ahmi signs. Moreover, there is a large time gap 

between the Brahroi script (300 B.C.) and the Indus script 

(1900 - 1500 B.C.). Further, Brahmi has added new signs for 

£.' Sh' JL' Jh ^^'^ t, tja, d and dh. 

This inference that the Indus language is OIA is 

compatible with the religious practices of Harappans 

especially fire worship and offering of sacrifices which the 

Vedic people speaking OIA observed. Same Iranian words and 

concepts are also revealed by reading in Indus inscriptions. 

But the full import of the seal inscriptions will be known as 

more number of them are read. The process is a difficult one 

but the new light thrown on the language of Indus seals does 

necessitate a reappraisal of the identity of the architects 

of Indus Civilization. 

Attempts at decipherment by other scholars to read 

Dravidian have not been convincing because of improper 

analysis and lack of objectivity. The proof of the validity 

of the methodology lies in reading about 300 or 400 

inscriptions which should confirm the language suggested by 

the scholar. 

Mitchiner's approach was no doubt promising but the 

phonetic value ^a given to did not work 

satisfactorily. No doubt this sign is often in terminal 
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position and sometimes occurs with ' £ ' sign. Though these 

terminals could be suffixes of genitive case corresponding to 

sa or sya in Prakrit or Sanskrit, as suggested by Mitchiner 

the phonetic values given to them do not produce meaningful 

words when they occur in other positions. Another scholar who 

assumed Indus language to be OIA is Subhash Kak. But on the 

basis of very few Indus signs comparable with Brahrni he has 

drawn conclusions. The basis is rather too narrow to permit 

such an inference. 
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