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THE HINDU
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Script reading

The deciphering of the Indus script should not be clouded by politics
Editorial

The recent announcement by Tamil Nadu Chief Minister M.K. Stalin, of a $1-million prize scheme for
deciphering the script of the Indus Valley Civilisation (IVC), seems to have revived popular interest in the
subject, which remains a puzzle to archaeologists, historians and linguists. His invitation for further
research was made in the context of the centenary celebration of the IVC discovery, which was published
by then chief of the Archaeological Survey of India , John Marshall, in September 1924. Spread across 1.5
million square kilometres in the territories of modern-day India, Pakistan, and Afghanistan during the
Bronze Age (3000-1500 BCE), the IV(, also known as Harappan Civilisation, was regarded as complex as
the better-known civilisations of Mesopotamia, Egypt and China. The Indus civilisation was essentially
urban. Even though there has been a large number of objects and materials of archaeological value in
support of the IVC, the decipherment of seals and tablets has not been to the satisfaction of all. About 20
years ago, a group of western scholars had argued that writing was not a necessity of ancient urban
settlements, not even those as massive as those of the Harappans, and that “a handful of unknown
symbols” could no longer be claimed as evidence of writing. Since then, there has been an exchange of
scholarly views for and against the theory of the Indus civilisation being a highly literate society. It is
against this context that Mr. Stalin’s announcement needs to be seen. There is also a school of thought
that there was a script which was “proto-Dravidian”, “non-Aryan” and “pre-Aryan”. This could be a reason
why a southern State, Tamil Nadu, has made the offer. The State government has also supported a study
on Indus signs and graffiti marks of Tamil Nadu as part of a project of the documentation and the
digitisation of graffiti and Tamili (Tamil-Brahmi)-inscribed potsherds of Tamil Nadu.

Researchers face certain challenges while resolving the Indus riddle. There is a complaint that the entire
database regarding the seals has not yet been made available in the public domain. While allowing free
access to these resources, central and State authorities should ensure that context for them is also
provided. More importantly, studies should be carried out without any interference. The likelihood of the
proposed study’s findings going against the established and particular narrative should not be allowed to
cloud intellectual pursuit. There is also scope for well-coordinated work among South Asian countries,
including Sri Lanka, Bangladesh, Pakistan and Afghanistan, to unravel the mystery. But if political
differences are permitted to adversely impact the execution of any such study, the world, and India, will
be much the poorer for it.
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