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Harappa and Mohenjo Daro
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British engineers made a startling discovery in 1856.   The engineers were looking for ballast for a railroad line they were constructing through the Indus River Valley in present day Pakistan.  Ballast is crushed rock placed around railroads to drain water away from the tracks.  The local people told the engineers of the ruins of an ancient city.  The engineers did not understand that the bricks they crushed to make ballast were part of one of the earliest advanced civilization in history.  Archaeologists later discovered more than 1000 settlements along the banks of the Indus River. We don’t know what the people ancient people called their cities, but we now refer to the two largest cities as Harappa, after a nearby village, and Mohenjo Daro, a local term that means “hill of the dead.”
 Harappa and Mohenjo Daro were expertly planned cities that flourished more than 4500 years ago.  The cities were built with a grid pattern of wide, straight streets.  Thick walls surrounded the cities.  Many people lived in sturdy brick houses that had as many as three floors. Some houses had bathrooms and toilets that were connected to the world’s first sewer system.  A canal system provided a reliable source of water for growing wheat and barley.  There is also evidence the people herded sheep, cattle and goats.  

The ancient people of the Indus River Valley had highly a developed knowledge of mathematics and a sophisticated system of weights and measures. The bricks in different cities are the exact same size.  This suggests that the cities may have has the same government.  Clay tablets suggest that the people of the Indus River Valley developed a writing system that may be even older than Sumerian writing.  
Archaeologists have also found evidence of musical instruments, toys and games, and pottery.  The people of the Indus River valley were also very interesting in being clean.  Archeologists have found evidence of combs, soaps, and medicine.  The cities were also practicing some form of dentistry because archaeologists found a gravesite with the remains of people whose teeth had been drilled.
The Indus River Valley cities traded with places as far away as Mesopotamia.  The people made jewelry from stones.  Traders also sold cotton cloth and hard wood from the teak trees that grew in the valley.  

The Indus River Valley may have been home to more than five million people, but the civilization seems to have been abandoned about 1700bc. It is possible that a great flood weakened the civilization. The moving tectonic plates that created the Himalayas may have caused a devastating earthquake. It is also possible that the people may have been defeated by another culture.

What we know about the Indus civilization is evolving. Archaeologists have excavated only a fraction of the many cities and settlements of the Indus River Valley civilization.  We have not yet deciphered their script, but if we do, we may learn a great deal more about the people and culture of the Indus River Valley.  In time, we may learn how this amazing civilization developed, how they learned to create an advanced ancient civilization, and why they suddenly disappeared.

The Aryans and the Caste System

About 1500bc, powerful nomadic warriors known as Aryans began to appear in northern India.   Their skill on  horseback allowed the Aryans to conquer the native people and to expand south into the subcontinent.  The Aryans spoke Sanskrit, a language that is similar to what is spoken in Europe, but unlike the Dravidian languages spoken in India before the Aryan invasion.  The similarities with European languages suggest the Aryans may have migrated to India from Central Asia, but we cannot be sure because the writings of the Aryans do not suggest they came from somewhere else.

The Aryans wrote songs and stories about their gods.  The stories were called the Vedas.  The Vedas were handed down by word of mouth for hundreds of years until about 500bc, when the Aryans learned to write.  The Rig Veda is a collection of more than 1000 songs that survives to this day.  The influence of these stores is why this period of Indian history lasting from about 1500bc to 322bc is known as the Vedic Age.

About 1000bc, the Aryans discovered iron ore in the Ganges River Valley.  The Aryans used the iron to build strong plows to grow crops.  They also used iron weapons to control the Dravidian people and to impose a rigid social structure called the caste system.

Caste members lived, ate, married, and worked with their own group.  A person born into one caste rarely changed castes or mixed with members of other castes. 

At the top of the caste system were the Brahmin and the Kshatriya (kuh SHAT ree yuhz).  The Brahmin were the priests, teachers, and judges who understood dharma.  Dharma were the spiritual laws that the people of ancient India believed governed the universe.  The Brahman often lived apart from the rest of society in temples.  The Kshatriya were the warrior caste who made everyday decisions and ran the government.  The Kshatriya had most of the power in everyday life, but their decisions could be overruled by the Brahmin.

The Viasayas were skilled farmers and merchants.  They occasionally had leadership positions in local villages.  The unskilled workers were of the Sudras caste.  Members of the Sudras caste often worked on the farms of the people of higher castes.  

Foreigners, lawbreakers, people from isolated tribes, and people suffering from contagious diseases were called the untouchables or “outcastes.”  Members of this caste were traditionally regarded as unsuitable for personal relations with people in the caste system.  These “untouchables” had jobs or habits that involved “polluting activities” such as having a job that involved ending a life.  Caste members were vegetarians, so people who ate meat or fish were not accepted into their society.  Untouchables were hired to do work that members of the caste system would not do.  These jobs included killing or disposing of dead cattle or working with their hides.  The untouchables also worked as sweepers, washers, or in other jobs that required contact with human emissions such as sweat, urine, or feces. 

Untouchables were often forbidden to enter temples, schools and wells where caste members drew water. In some parts of India, even the sight of untouchables was thought to be polluting. The untouchables were often forced to sleep during the day and work at night. The caste system became less rigid as the Indian people were exposed to outside ideas.  Many untouchables left their rigid social structure by converting to Islam, Buddhism, or Christianity.

Gandhi referred to the untouchables as the Harijan, a term that means “blessed” because Gandhi believed the Harijan were blessed by their suffering.  In modern usage, Gandhi’s term has been rejected as demeaning.  The Harijan prefer call themselves the Dalit, a term that can be translated as “oppressed.”  The Indian government has provided the Dalit with specific employment privileges, and granted them special representation in the Indian parliament. Despite such measures, the Dalit continue to have fewer educational and employment opportunities than Indians whose families belonged to the caste system. 

The British controlled part or all of the Indian subcontinent from 1612 to 1947.  The British thought that caste members believed they would have to live out their lives in a particular caste in order to be reborn into a higher caste.  We now know that some Indian people did have an opportunity to join higher castes, but this didn’t happen very often.
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Discrimination against the Dalit has been forbidden by the Indian Constitution since 1950 but many of India’s 160 million Dalit continue to live in poverty.  Indian people with family names associated with the Dalit often face discrimination.  Despite Dalit poverty and discrimination, the Indian people elected a Dalit to the presidency.  K. R. Narayanan served in that position from 1997 to 2002.

Hinduism
Every spring the Ganges River swells with water as snow melts in the Himalayas. The water brings life as trees and flowers bloom and crops grow. This cycle of rebirth is a metaphor for Hinduism, the religious faith of most people in India. Hinduism is a polytheistic faith, with many gods and goddesses. Hindus believe that every living thing has a soul, which comes from the creator, Brahma. They believe that people’s souls live on after death, and that all living things can be reborn. This is called reincarnation. Traditionally, a person who followed the rules of their caste would be reborn to a higher form in the next life. A Hindu who neglected their duties would be reborn in a lower form, perhaps as an animal or insect. The goal of Hinduism is to escape the cycle of rebirth by reaching Nirvana. Nirvana is a Sanskrit word that means ending. Hindus and Buddhists believe Nirvana is a state of happiness without change or pain. 

Hindus believe that all living things have souls, so almost all Hindus are vegetarians. A vegetarian does not eat meat. Some Hindus are vegan, which means they will not eat any animal products, including eggs and cheese. Other Hindus will eat poultry and fish, but will not eat beef. Cows are particularly sacred to Hindus. It is not unusual to see a cow wandering through the streets of an Indian city. 

Many Hindus consider the Ganges River holy. Lately, the Ganges has become very polluted, but Hindus believe the water from the Himalayas will purify the souls of those who drink or bathe in its waters. Many Hindus make a pilgrimage to the Ganges. Others travel to it near the end of their lives so they may die near the banks of the Ganges River. 

Answer in complete sentences

1. Describe the houses where the people of Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa lived.  





2.  Explain how archaeologists decided that the Indus River civilization valued art and traded 
    with away places.  





3.  Why don’t we know what happened to Mohenjo-Daro and Harappa? 



4. Why is our understanding of the Indus River civilizations changing over time?


5. What was the caste system? 

6. Why is 1500bc to 322bc known as the Vedic Age of Indian history?

7. Why do you think the Brahmin were more important in Indian society than the Kshatriya?

8. Why were some people not allowed to join the caste system?  

9. What statement in the text suggests that the Dalit face less discrimination today than in the past?

Reading Comprehension

	The Impact of the Aryan Invasion of India 

	

	In Chapter 15 of History Alive! The Ancient World, you learned that the Aryans invaded northern India around 1500 B.C.E. What was the impact of this invasion on Indian civilization?

At one time, people believed that Indian civilization (and Hinduism) began with the Aryans. Today we know that the story is more complicated.

 
Pre-Aryans: The Indus-Sarasvati Civilization

The remains of the Indus-Sarasvati civilization were only discovered in the last century. We still have much to learn about it.

We do know that the pre-Aryans of the Indus Valley were an agricultural people who built highly organized cities. Their civilization boasted many achievements of a settled people. They made pottery, wore jewelry, and played games. They practiced sculpture and prized singing and dancing. They had their own form of writing. 

They also had a religious life. In fact, they may have practiced an early form of Hinduism. The Great Bath at Mohenjodaro looks a lot like modern Hindu baths. It might have been used in religious rituals. Also, one of the seals found at Mohenjodaro shows a figure surrounded by animals. The figure is sitting the same way some Hindus sit when they meditate. Some historians think the figure looks like the god Shiva, an important Hindu god. These hints suggest that pre-Aryan beliefs and practices may have helped shape Hinduism.
1. Why do historians believe that pre-Aryan beliefs and practices may have helped shape Hinduism?

The Aryans

The Aryans were originally part of a larger group we now call the Indo-Europeans. Unlike the settled people of the Indus Valley, they were nomads who moved from place to place while raising livestock. 

Around 2000 B.C.E., groups of Indo-Europeans left their homelands, which were probably in what is now Russia. They migrated to a number of areas in Asia and Europe. Those that went to India are known as Indo-Aryans, or simply Aryans. 

The Aryans were fierce and warlike. They charged into battle on horse-drawn chariots. Their most important god, Indra, was a hero who held a weapon. 

We know about the Aryans’ religion from the Vedas, India’s oldest sacred writings. The Vedas tell us that the Aryans worshiped a number of nature gods and offered sacrifices to them. But the earliest Veda also speaks of one god who has many names. In time, this god would be worshiped as Brahman, the source of all that exists.

As you learned in Chapter 15, the Vedas were originally passed down orally. They were already centuries old when they were first written down. By then, the Aryans had been in India for 500 years or more.
2. When did groups of Indo-Europeans leave their homelands in Russia?


3. Which god was most important to the warlike early Aryans?


4. What is the name of the god who is worshiped as the “source of all that exists”?
5. The Vedas were originally passed down in which way?


A Blend of Cultures

By the time the Aryans came to India, the Indus-Sarasvati civilization had declined. It may have already collapsed. Still, many people still lived in the Indus Valley. 

The Aryans came to India as conquerors. The Vedas speak of dark-skinned people who had to be subdued. The Aryan word for these people came to mean “slave.” This might mean that the Aryans enslaved some of the local people. 

Whether or not the Aryans made slaves of native Indians, they reshaped Indian society. The Aryans brought a new culture to India. They brought horses, cattle, their language, and their rituals and gods. 

In India’s fertile valleys, the Aryans gave up their nomadic way of life. Along with raising cattle, they took up farming. 

Long after settling in India, the Aryans developed written Sanskrit, the language of the Vedas. Along with the Vedas, Sanskrit was one of the Aryans’ great contributions to Indian civilization. It would become the language of Hindu scholarship as well as sacred writings. 

The system of social classes described in the Vedas gradually evolved into India’s caste system. The important role of priests and religious scholars developed because of the complex demands of Vedic rituals. The caste system may also have reinforced the superior position of Aryans in Indian society. (The Sanskrit word Aryan means “noble.”)

But the Aryans also mixed with the local people, and they learned from them. In particular, the native Indians may have influenced the Aryans’ religion. Recall from Chapter 15 that Vedic religion evolved into Brahmanism and eventually into Hinduism. As you have read, scholars have found signs of some Hindu beliefs and practices in the pre-Aryan culture of India. It is likely that Hinduism developed out of a mixture of Aryan and local elements. 

Indian civilization, then, was the result of a blending of Aryan and pre-Aryan cultures. But while Indian civilization does not begin with the Aryans, it would be very different without them. 



6. How did the Aryans reshape Indian society?


7. Which language was developed by the Aryans?


8. What is the meaning of the Sanskrit word “Aryan”?


*This is a higher order learning question.  You must answer the question to the best of your ability, but any reasonable answer will be graded as correct.


