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Abstract

The disintegration of Harappan urban centres around the beginning of the second millennium BCE is
often treated as a cultural rupture in South Asian history. However, archaeological evidence suggests
that while urban institutions declined, several religious ideas and ritual practices continued within post-
Harappan communities. This paper reassesses the question of religious continuity after the Harappan
period through a critical examination of material culture, ritual architecture, and symbolic motifs. Rather
than arguing for direct survival of specific deities or doctrines, the study emphasizes continuity at the
level of ritual behaviour and symbolic expression. The paper proposes that post-Harappan religious
traditions emerged through processes of adaptation and interaction, contributing to the formation of later
South Asian religious patterns.
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1. Introduction

The Harappan Civilization (c. 2600-1900 BCE) represents one of the earliest complex societies in South
Asia. Despite its sophisticated urban planning and material culture, its religious beliefs remain difficult
to reconstruct due to the undeciphered nature of the Indus script. The decline of Harappan cities has
often been interpreted as a cultural break, particularly in earlier historiography. However, recent
archaeological research suggests that while urban centres declined, populations, traditions, and cultural
practices continued in altered forms.

This paper explores whether elements of Harappan religious life persisted beyond the collapse of urban
centres and examines how such elements may have influenced later religious traditions in South Asia.
The central research question is: to what extent can religious continuity be traced between
Harappan and post-Harappan cultural phases?

2. Methodology and Sources

In the absence of deciphered textual records, the reconstruction of Harappan religious life necessarily
relies on archaeological interpretation. This study adopts a qualitative analytical approach, drawing upon
published excavation reports, artefact analysis, and comparative studies of material culture. Iconographic
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motifs, architectural features, and ritual installations are examined in relation to their spatial context and
potential symbolic significance. Caution is exercised to avoid direct identification of Harappan religious
elements with later historical deities. Instead, the focus remains on identifying recurring ritual patterns
and symbolic themes that may indicate cultural continuity across chronological phases.

3. Religious Features of the Harappan Civilization

3.1 Ritual Architecture

Among the architectural features of the Harappan Civilization, the Great Bath at Mohenjo-daro occupies
a distinctive position. Its elaborate construction, including baked brick lining and advanced drainage,
suggests a purpose beyond ordinary domestic use. Scholars have proposed that the structure was
intended for collective or ritual activities involving water. While its precise function cannot be
conclusively determined, the emphasis on controlled water usage indicates a concern with purification or
ceremonial practice. Comparable concepts surrounding ritual cleanliness continue to hold significance in
later South Asian religious traditions, suggesting continuity at a conceptual level rather than institutional
replication.

Fire altars at sites such as Kalibangan indicate ritual use of fire. Although their exact religious meaning
IS uncertain, they highlight the symbolic importance of fire as a purifying and transformative element—a
motif that reappears in later South Asian ritual traditions.

3.2 Iconography and Symbolism

Harappan seals and figurines present a complex visual repertoire that includes animals, composite
figures, and abstract symbols. The recurring depiction of bulls, horned animals, and tree motifs points
toward symbolic associations with fertility, strength, and regeneration. Terracotta figurines, often
interpreted as representations of female forms, may reflect ritual concern with fertility and continuity of
life. Although such interpretations remain tentative, the persistence of similar symbolic themes in later
cultural contexts indicates that certain visual and symbolic languages retained cultural relevance beyond
the Harappan period.

4. Post-Harappan Cultural Transition

4.1 Decline of Urbanism and Cultural Survival

Archaeological evidence demonstrates that the decline of Harappan cities did not coincide with mass
depopulation. Instead, many communities shifted toward rural settlements, continuing pottery styles,
craft traditions, and subsistence practices. This continuity in everyday life suggests that religious ideas
embedded within these communities may also have persisted.

4.2 Interaction with Later Cultural Traditions

The early Vedic period introduced new ritual forms and religious concepts, often associated with
pastoral and semi-nomadic groups. Archaeological evidence indicates prolonged interaction between
post-Harappan populations and incoming cultural groups. Religious continuity, therefore, should be
understood as a process of cultural synthesis, rather than unilateral replacement.
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5. Indicators of Religious Continuity

5.1 Ritual Practices

The continued emphasis on water purification and fire rituals in later South Asian religious traditions
may reflect transformed survivals of Harappan ritual concepts. While meanings evolved, the persistence
of these ritual elements suggests deep cultural memory.

5.2 Symbolic Motifs
Symbols such as the bull, serpents, and fertility imagery appear in both Harappan artefacts and later
religious iconography. These motifs, though reinterpreted over time, indicate continuity at the level of
symbolic expression.

5.3 Sacred Landscapes

The reverence for natural elements—rivers, trees, animals—present in Harappan material culture aligns
with later religious traditions that sacralize the natural world. This suggests a long-standing ecological
dimension in South Asian religious thought.

6. Scholarly Debates and Limitations

The question of religious continuity remains contested. Some scholars caution against projecting later
religious ideas backward onto Harappan artefacts. Others emphasize the cumulative nature of cultural
traditions in South Asia. The absence of deciphered texts necessitates interpretive restraint, and
continuity should be understood as structural and symbolic, rather than doctrinal.

7. Conclusion

The archaeological record does not support a sudden or complete disappearance of religious traditions
following the decline of Harappan urbanism. Instead, evidence suggests that religious ideas were
reshaped within changing social and economic conditions. Elements such as ritual use of water,
symbolic emphasis on fertility, and reverence for natural forces appear to have endured in transformed
forms within post-Harappan societies. These continuities should be understood not as direct survivals of
a fixed religious system, but as part of a dynamic process through which cultural memory and ritual
practice were renegotiated over time. Such an approach allows for a more nuanced understanding of
religious development in early South Asia.
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