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Abstract 

The Harappan or Indus Valley Civilization (ca. 2600–1600 BCE) represents one of the earliest and 

most sophisticated urban societies in South Asia. Recent archaeological research within India has 

significantly advanced our understanding of the urban planning principles and trade networks that 

underpinned Harappan settlements. This report synthesizes current archaeological findings to answer 

the research question: What do current archaeological findings reveal about the urban planning 

and trade networks of Harappan sites within India? 
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INTRODUCTION 

Harappan sites in India, notably in regions such as Haryana, Gujarat, and Rajasthan, have been the 

focus of multidisciplinary investigations employing excavation, remote sensing, GIS analyses, 

archaeobotanical studies, and material culture analysis. These studies provide critical data on 

settlement patterns, city layouts, resource management, craft specialization, and the extent and nature 

of trade networks. The following sections synthesize these findings to present a data-driven 

perspective on Harappan urbanism and commerce. 

 

STRUCTURE OF HARAPPAN SITES 

1. Urban Planning: Settlement Patterns and City Layouts 

• Settlement Distribution and Urban Density 

• Large-scale GIS analyses indicate a shift from nucleated urban centers to a denser 

distribution of smaller settlements in northwest India after ca. 1900 BCE (Green & 

Petrie, 2018). 

• Settlement density increased in certain regions as major cities declined, suggesting a 

process of de-urbanization but with continued occupation and possibly intensified 

ruralization (Green & Petrie, 2018). 

• Hydrological Influence on Urban Siting 

• The Saraswati River system formed a dense web of interconnecting channels in 

Haryana, with Harappan settlements predominantly located within 500 meters of 

these palaeo-channels (Chaudhri et al., 2021). 

• Fertile channel bars and interfluves provided ideal locations for urban nucleation and 

agricultural prosperity (Chaudhri et al., 2021). 

 

2. Trade Networks: Material Evidence and Craft Specialization 

• Textile Production and Trade 

• Archaeobotanical evidence confirms the establishment of cotton and flax crops in the 

Indus region during the Harappan period, supporting the emergence of specialized 

textile production (Fuller, 2008). 

• The spread of textile crops and spindle whorls into post-Harappan India suggests 

systematic trade and craft specialization (Fuller, 2008). 
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• Subsistence and Resource Exchange 

• At Kanmer (Gujarat), evidence of domesticated plants, animal husbandry, hunting, 

fishing, and wild plant gathering points to a diversified subsistence economy, likely 

supporting local and regional exchange (Goyal et al., 2013). 

 

3. Mortuary Practices as Indicators of Socio-Economic Organization 

• Burial Diversity at Rakhigarhi 

• Excavations at Rakhigarhi reveal diverse burial types (primary, secondary, symbolic, 

empty), suggesting social stratification and complex mortuary rituals (Shinde et al., 

2018). 

• The presence of grave goods such as votive pots indicates economic exchange and 

possible craft specialization (Shinde et al., 2018). 

 

4. Methodological Advances 

• Remote Sensing and GIS 

• Satellite imagery, SRTM data, and drone-based aerial mapping have been 

instrumental in reconstructing ancient river courses, settlement locations, and spatial 

organization (Chaudhri et al., 2021)(Green & Petrie, 2018)(Shinde et al., 2018). 

Dynamic Table 1: Key Data Points on Urban Planning at Major Harappan Sites in India 

Site/Region Settlement 

Pattern 

Proximity 

to Water 

Urban 

Features 

Documented 

Evidence of 

Planning 

Reference 

Rakhigarhi 

(Haryana) 

Large urban 

center; 

cemetery 

<500m to 

channels 

Mortuary 

diversity; 

spatial 

mapping 

Not detailed 

(focus on 

cemetery) 

(Shinde et 

al., 2018) 

Haryana/Rajasthan Dense small 

settlements 

post-1900 

BCE 

<500m to 

Saraswati 

palaeo-

channels 

Fertile 

channel bars; 

nucleation 

Settlement 

clustering 

along 

watercourses 

(Chaudhri 

et al., 

2021) 

(Green & 

Petrie, 

2018) 

Kanmer (Gujarat) Peripheral 

site; multi-

phase 

occupation 

Not 

specified 

Subsistence 

economy; 

craft 

production 

Not specified (Goyal et 

al., 2013) 

 

Dynamic Table 2: Evidence for Trade Networks and Craft Specialization 

Evidence 

Type 

Site/Region Key Findings Implications for 

Trade 

Reference 

Cotton & 

flax remains 

Indus region Established by 

Harappan period 

Textile production & 

trade 

(Fuller, 

2008) 

Spindle 

whorls 

Middle Ganges & 

Peninsular India 

Increase post-2nd 

millennium BCE 

Spread of textile 

crafts 

(Fuller, 

2008) 

Animal & 

plant remains 

Kanmer (Gujarat) Domestication, 

hunting, fishing 

Local/regional 

exchange 

(Goyal et al., 

2013) 
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Grave goods 

(pottery) 

Rakhigarhi Votive pots in 

burials 

Craft specialization; 

exchange networks 

(Shinde et 

al., 2018) 

 

URBAN PLANNING PATTERNS 

• Settlement Distribution 

• The transition from large urban centers to a dense network of smaller settlements after 

ca. 1900 BCE is well-documented through integrated GIS analyses (Green & Petrie, 

2018). This pattern suggests resilience and adaptability in settlement strategies as 

environmental or socio-political conditions changed. 

• The clustering of settlements along the Saraswati river system underscores the critical 

role of water management in urban planning. Over 2,984 km of interconnected 

channels provided both sustenance and transportation routes for Harappan 

communities (Chaudhri et al., 2021). 

• Urban Features 

• While detailed street layouts or drainage systems are not described in the referenced 

studies for Indian sites specifically, the spatial mapping at Rakhigarhi using drone 

imagery provides a foundation for future reconstructions of city planning (Shinde et 

al., 2018). 

• The lack of explicit evidence for standardized urban planning features (e.g., grid 

layouts) in these reports may reflect either a research focus on other aspects 

(cemeteries, hydrology) or a need for further excavation. 

Trade Networks 

• Textile Production as Trade Indicator 

• The presence of cotton and flax by the Harappan period, combined with the later 

spread of spindle whorls into other regions, points to both local production and long-

distance trade in textiles (Fuller, 2008). This is further supported by linguistic 

evidence linking textile terminology with social hierarchy. 

• Subsistence Diversity 

• Kanmer’s multi-faceted subsistence economy—combining agriculture, animal 

husbandry, hunting, and fishing—suggests both self-sufficiency and participation in 

broader exchange networks for goods not locally available (Goyal et al., 2013). 

• Craft Specialization 

• The occurrence of grave goods such as pottery at Rakhigarhi indicates specialized 

craft production that likely fed into both local consumption and inter-settlement 

exchange systems (Shinde et al., 2018). 

Socio-Economic Organization 

• Mortuary Practices 

• The diversity in burial types at Rakhigarhi reflects social differentiation within 

Harappan society. The inclusion of grave goods implies economic stratification and 

possibly the existence of a market system or redistribution networks (Shinde et al., 

2018). 

Methodological Approaches 

• The use of satellite imagery, SRTM data, radiocarbon dating, OSL chronology, systematic 

excavation, material analysis, and drone-based mapping has enabled a multi-scalar 

understanding of both urban planning and trade patterns (Chaudhri et al., 2021)(Green & 

Petrie, 2018)(Shinde et al., 2018). 
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DISCUSSION 

Contextualizing Data 

The archaeological data from Indian Harappan sites reveal an adaptive urban system closely tied to 

environmental resources—especially water networks such as the Saraswati river system. Settlement 

clustering along these channels facilitated both agricultural productivity and connectivity between 

sites (Chaudhri et al., 2021)(Green & Petrie, 2018). The observed shift from large urban centers to 

denser rural settlement patterns after ca. 1900 BCE may reflect responses to environmental change or 

socio-political transformations. 

Trade networks are evidenced by the early presence of cotton/flax crops, widespread spindle whorls, 

diversified subsistence economies, and specialized crafts such as pottery production (Fuller, 

2008)(Goyal et al., 2013)(Shinde et al., 2018). These findings point to both local self-sufficiency and 

participation in broader regional exchange systems. 

Despite advances in spatial analysis and material studies, explicit data on standardized urban 

planning features (e.g., street grids, drainage systems) at Indian Harappan sites remain limited in the 

current references. This highlights an area for further research. 

 

CONCLUSION 

Summary 

Current archaeological findings demonstrate that Harappan sites within India exhibited: 

• Adaptive settlement patterns with increasing density along riverine networks post-1900 BCE 

(Green & Petrie, 2018)(Chaudhri et al., 2021). 

• Strategic siting near water resources (notably the Saraswati river system), which supported 

both agriculture and urban nucleation (Chaudhri et al., 2021). 

• Evidence for specialized craft production (e.g., textiles, pottery) and diversified subsistence 

economies that underpinned local and long-distance trade networks (Fuller, 2008)(Goyal et 

al., 2013)(Shinde et al., 2018). 

• Social stratification reflected in complex mortuary practices at major sites like Rakhigarhi 

(Shinde et al., 2018). 
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