1. Harappan Script - History

The Harappan script remains one of archaeology's greatest unsolved mysteries, with its
pictographic signs yet to be deciphered despite numerous theories linking it to Dravidian, Indo-Aryan, or
other language families. This lack of consensus continues to fuel intense scholarly debate about the
nature of the Indus Valley Civilization.

Introduction - The Enduring Mystery of the Harappan Script

The Union Ministry of Culture recently hosted a three-day international conference in New Delhi,
reigniting focus on one of archaeology's greatest puzzles - deciphering the Harappan script. This script,
belonging to the Indus Valley Civilization, has remained an enigma since the discovery of the Harappa
and Mohenjo-daro sites in the 1920s. Its undeciphered nature continues to fuel scholarly debate and
research worldwide.

Key Features of the Harappan Script

Nature of the Script - The script is widely considered to be pictographic (using pictures to represent
objects or concepts) and logo-syllabic (where signs can represent whole words or individual syllables).
It is a complex system that does not appear to be a simple alphabet.

Signs and Writing Style - It consists of approximately 400 to 450 distinct signs or symbols. The primary
direction of writing is from right to left. However, some examples exhibit a boustrophedon style, where
the direction of writing alternates with each line (e.g, right-to-left, then left-to-right).

Medium and Length of Inscriptions - The script is most commonly found etched on small objects like
seals (often made of steatite), sealings, pottery, copper tablets, tools, and bone/ivory rods. The
inscriptions are notably brief, with an average length of just about five signs. The longest known
inscription contains only about 26 signs.

Numerical System - Evidence suggests the Harappans used a decimal-based (base-10) numerical
system. This indicates a sophisticated level of organization necessary for their advanced administrative,
commercial, and trade practices.

Prominent Theories on the Harappan Language

Several competing hypotheses attempt to link the script to a known language family, but none have
been definitively proven.

The Dravidian Hypothesis -

Core ldea - This is one of the most widely supported theories, arguing that the script represents an early
form of a proto-Dravidian language.

Evidence - Proponents point to linguistic parallels and the possibility of a continuous linguistic tradition,
as Dravidian languages-are still spoken widely in Southern India and in pockets of Northern India and
Pakistan (e.g. the Brahui language).

The Sanskrit / Indo-Aryan Hypothesis -

Core ldea - This theory links the script to an early form of Sanskrit or another Indo-Aryan language,
suggesting a connection to Vedic culture.

Evidence - Supporters highlight the geographical concentration of Harappan sites along the Ghaggar-
Hakra river system, which is often identified with the mythical Saraswati River mentioned in the Rig Veda.
This geographical overlap is used to argue that the Harappans and Vedic people may have shared
cultural and linguistic roots.

The Tribal Language Links -

Core ldea - A different line of research proposes that the script is connected to proto-tribal languages,
specifically those from the Munda family (like Santali) or Gondi.

Evidence - Scholars advancing this view claim to have found similarities in morphemes (the smallest
meaningful units in a language) and root word structures between the Harappan signs and these tribal
languages.

The Symbolic or Administrative Codes Theory -

Core ldea - This skeptical perspective suggests the script may not represent a spoken language at all.



Alternative Purpose - It proposes that the signs were a non-linguistic symbolic system used for specific
functions like recording trade transactions, taxation, identifying ownership of goods, or documenting
religious rituals. The brevity of the inscriptions lends some support to this idea.
Conclusion

Despite decades of intensive research using computational analysis, comparative linguistics,
and archaeological context, the Harappan script remains undeciphered. The diverse theories—ranging
from Dravidian and Indo-Aryan roots to tribal languages or even non-linguistic codes—highlight the
profound challenges involved. This ongoing mystery not only fuels scholarly inquiry but is also
intertwined with political and cultural debates about India's ancient past, cementing the script's status
as a crucial yet inaccessible window into the Indus Valley Civilization.
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