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Abstract
This paper applies the Deep Symbolic Systems Model (DSSM) to the archaeological record of the Indus Valley, tracing human activity from early hominin presence through full urban integration. Unlike traditional civilizational narratives that prioritize monumentality or writing, the DSSM emphasizes structural symbolic stabilization over deep time, assessed by intergenerational repetition, spatial constraint, cross-media redundancy, and persistence under change. We argue the Indus sequence demonstrates a stabilization pathway rooted in distributed, infrastructural, and quotidian symbolic practices, culminating in the urban systems of the Mature Harappan era.




















1. Introduction
The Indus Valley region (modern Pakistan, northwest India, and adjacent areas) exhibits one of the longest continuous human occupation sequences in South Asia. Archaeological research traditionally divides this sequence into Late Pleistocene foragers, Neolithic food producers, regionalized village networks, and the urban Harappan civilization (Mature Harappan). However, such periodization does not directly address how symbolic systems stabilize structurally across epochs. Applying the Deep Symbolic Systems Model (DSSM) — which foregrounds symbolic stabilization over monumental typologies — allows a more nuanced comparative analysis with other macro-regions such as Egypt, Mesopotamia, and Mesoamerica.


















2. Earliest Human Presence and Landscape Familiarity
2.1 Hominin Occupation in the Indus Catchment
The earliest lithic evidence connected to hominin presence in the Indus watershed emerges from the Potwar Plateau, within the Soan Valley and Siwalik Hills. These assemblages include core-and-flake tools attributed to the Soanian tradition, hypothesized to span ~2 million to ~400,000 years ago, though precise dating remains debated (Chakrabarti 2009; DOI:10.1093/acprof:oso/9780198064121.001.0001). These tools indicate repeated use of riverine ecologies, suggesting early hominins repeatedly exploited the Indus fluvial system.
Recent palaeogeographic research in the Siwaliks highlights climatic oscillations affecting fluvial dynamics and, by extension, hominin land use patterns, underscoring the role of environmental attractors well before the Neolithic (DOI:10.1016/j.jop.2025.100262) .
DSSM interpretation: These early occupations represent landscape familiarity without evidence of symbolic stabilization (no durable symbols or sites).
3. Paleolithic Expansion and Emerging Behavioral Complexity
3.1 Middle to Upper Paleolithic Industries
Acheulean and Middle Paleolithic tools appear in the Potwar Plateau, Rohri Hills, and Thar Desert margins, with bifaces, scrapers, and prepared-core technologies marking technological continuity and broader landscape use. Although these tools indicate organized behavior, they do not yet manifest repetitive symbolic embedding across media or landscape anchors.
By ~50,000–30,000 BCE, blade-based industries and increased site densities near river terraces hint at rising behavioral complexity, but their symbolic implications remain indirect.
DSSM interpretation: This period reflects cognitive and technological scaffolding necessary for later symbolic systems, but not structural stabilization per se.
4. Neolithic Emergence: Mehrgarh and Food-Producing Societies
4.1 Mehrgarh as a Primary Stabilization Node
Mehrgarh (Balochistan, Pakistan) is the earliest well-documented food-producing settlement in the Indus region, with occupation beginning ca. 7000 BCE and extending into the 2nd millennium BCE. It provides the first clear material record of sedentism, plant cultivation (wheat and barley), animal herding, mudbrick architecture, and interment practices (conventional sequence: ~7000–3300 BCE) .

Recent radiocarbon analyses suggest rapid stratigraphic accumulation at Mehrgarh, challenging traditional conceptions of its temporal depth and underscoring cultural dynamism in the early Neolithic ground (Nature commentary on new dating) .
DSSM criteria met by Mehrgarh:
· Intergenerational repetition via burial customs and domestic architecture
· Spatial constraint through settlement planning
· Cross-media redundancy in subsistence, craft, and mortuary domains
Thus, Mehrgarh marks the first deep symbolic stabilization in the Indus catchment.
5. Regionalization and Symbolic Scaling
5.1 Early Pre-Harappan Cultures
Between ca. 5500–3300 BCE, the Indus vicinity sees the expansion of village networks and diversified craft specialization (pottery, beads, exchanged materials), signaling distributed symbolic practices beyond single habitats. The Early Harappan period itself (~3300–2600 BCE) comprises multiple regional assemblages such as Ravi Phase, Hakra Ware, Kot Diji, and Sothi ceramics, reflecting stylistic coherence over considerable distances, yet without centralized urban cores (chronologies summarized in Kenoyer 2014) .
Lithic evidence from Sindh–Gujarat interactions highlights interregional exchange dynamics prior to full urban integration, illustrating how symbolic systems were increasingly shared across broad terrains (Surendra Gadekar et al. 2021, DOI:10.2218/jls.5161) .
DSSM interpretation: Symbolic practices scale regionally while remaining structurally distributed and non-hierarchical.
6. Urban Integration: Mature Harappan Civilization
6.1 Emergence of Urban Nodes
By ca. 2600–1900 BCE, the Indus system achieves complex urban integration. Major planned cities — Harappa, Mohenjo-Daro, Dholavira, Rakhigarhi, and Lothal — exhibit orthogonal planning, standardized bricks and weights, sophisticated drainage, and seal iconography. These features signal symbolic saturation across civic, economic, and social domains, integrating ritual practices into everyday spatial logic.
The Harappan script — still undeciphered — and standardized administrative artefacts further encode persistent symbolic grammars across urban and rural contexts.

DSSM interpretation: Urban planning, material standardization, and symbolic convergence represent high symbolic saturation where public order reflects deep symbolic norms externalized in infrastructure rather than in monumental elites.
7. Late Harappan and Regional Persistence
	
Following the urban peak, from ~1900–1300 BCE, many centers decline while regional traditions adapt and persist in post-Harappan contexts. This transition underscores the persistence criterion of DSSM: symbolic systems embedded in routine and settlement structure continue beyond the peak urban era.
8. Strategic Interpretations
The Indus Valley sequence illustrates a unique stabilization pathway characterized by:
· Early symbolic embedding in domestic and mortuary practice (Mehrgarh)
· Distributed, networked symbolic coherence across regional assemblages
· Urban saturation without theocratic monarchies or overt temple iconography
· Symbolic systems embedded in standards, planning ratios, and daily practice

Unlike civilizations defined by monumental temples or kingly iconography, Indus stabilization favored routine-based symbolic channels anchored in infrastructure, craft standardization, and spatial regulation.











9. Conclusion
Applying DSSM to the Indus record reveals that symbolic stabilization precedes and underwrites urban complexity, challenging teleological narratives that equate civilization solely with monumental iconography or writing. The Indus case thus enriches comparative civilizational studies and underscores the diversity of symbolic economies across ancient macro-regions.
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