
 

Prehistoric Cultures 

 
Temporal context: 2 million years ago till around 10000 years ago 
 
 
Geographical Context: Indian subcontinent 
 
 

 Palaeolithic  Mesolithic   Neolithic 

 2 million years ago to 
about 12,000 years ago.  

12,000 years ago till 
about 10,000 years ago  

 from about 10,000 years 
ago 

 99% of human history.  environmental changes, Settled life begins 

tools were used to cut 
Meat, chop wood, fruit 
and roots. scrape bark 
(from trees) and hides 
(animal skins) 
 
to make spears and 
arrows for hunting. 

Tiny Stone tools called 
microliths 
 

Polished tools to give a 
fine cutting edge  
 
mortars and pestles to 
make paste of grains 

Age of hunting-gathering Domestication of animals 
started, Also farming and 
herding 

Settlements start to 
appear 

 
 
 

Palaeolithic Age 
 

Bhimbetka: Site of hunter-gatherers (in present-day Madhya 
Pradesh) 

1. This is an old site with caves and rock shelters.  
2. People chose these natural caves because they provided shelter from the 

rain, heat and wind.  
3. These rock shelters are close to the Narmada valley. 
4. As stone tools were important, people tried to find places where good quality 

stone was easily available. 



5.  Many such sites were located near sources of water, such as rivers and 
lakes. 

6. Many of the caves in which these early people lived have paintings on the 
walls.  

7. Some of the best examples are from Madhya Pradesh and southern Uttar 
Pradesh.  

8. These paintings show wild animals, drawn with great accuracy and skill. 
 

 
 
 
 

At Kurnool caves, traces of ash have been found here. This suggests that 
people were familiar with the use of fire. Fire could have been used for many things: 
as a source of light, to roast meat, and to scare away animals. 
 
 
 
 
 

Mesolithic 
 
A Changing Environment: 

1. Around 12,000 years ago, there were major changes in the climate of the 
world, with a shift to relatively warm conditions.  

2. In many areas, this led to the development of grasslands. This, in turn, led to 
an increase in the number of deer, antelope, goat, sheep and cattle, i.e. 
animals that survived on grass.  

3. Those who hunted these animals now followed them, learning about their food 
habits and their breeding seasons.  

4. It is likely that this helped people to start thinking about herding and rearing 
these animals themselves. Fishing also became important. 

5. Period also saw the beginning of farming and herding 
 
 
Domestication: 

1. The dog was perhaps the first animal to be tamed 
2. Some of the earliest plants to be domesticated were wheat and barley. 
3. The earliest domesticated animals include sheep and goat. 
4. Age of first farmers and herders. 

 



 
 

 
 

 
 
 
 
 

Neolithic 
 

Burzahom (present-day Kashmir) people built pit-houses, which were dug into 
the ground, with steps leading into them. These may have provided shelter in cold 

weather.  



 
 
 
Mehrgarh is located in a fertile plain, near the Bolan Pass, which is one of the 
most important routes into Iran.  

1. Mehrgarh was probably one of the places where people learnt to grow barley 
and wheat, and rear sheep and goats for the first time in this area.  

2. It is one of the earliest villages that we know about.  
3. At this site, many animal bones were found. Bones of wild animals such as 

the deer and pig, and also bones of sheep and goat were found.  
4. Other finds at Mehrgarh include remains of square or rectangular houses. 

Each house had four or more compartments, some of which may have been 
used for storage. 

5. Several burial sites have been found at Mehrgarh. In one instance, the dead 
person was buried with goats, which were probably meant to serve as food in 
the next world. 

 
 
 
 
 

 
 
IN THE EARLIEST CITIES: Harappan Civilization 

 
Contemporary news:  

1. Budget 2020 announced On-site Museum for Rakhigarhi Haryana, a 
Harappan site 

2. In Lothal- a Harappan coastal city- India’s first maritime museum is coming up 
 
Temporal Context: 
These cities developed about 4700 years ago. 
 



 
 
 
Geographical Context:  
These cities were found in the Punjab and Sind in Pakistan and in Gujarat, 
Rajasthan, Haryana and the Punjab in India. Archaeologists have found 
a set of unique objects in almost all these cities: red pottery painted with 
designs in black, stone weights, seals, special beads, copper tools, and 
paralleled sided long stone blades.  
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 



City Planning 

 
1. Many of these cities were divided into two or more parts. Usually, the part to 

the west was smaller but higher. Archaeologists describe this as the citadel. 
Generally, the part to the east was larger but lower. This is called the lower 
town.  

2. Very often walls of baked brick were built around each part. The bricks were 
so well baked that they have lasted for thousands of years.  

3. In some cities, special buildings were constructed on the citadel. For example, 
in Mohenjodaro, a very special tank, which archaeologists call the Great Bath, 
was built in this area. Perhaps important people took a dip in this tank on 
special occasions. 

4. Other cities, such as Kalibangan and Lothal had fire altars, where sacrifices 
may have been performed.  

5. And some cities like Mohenjodaro, Harappa, and Lothal had elaborate 
storehouses. 

6. Generally, houses were either one or two storeys high, with rooms built 
around a courtyard. Most houses had a separate bathing area, and some 
had wells to supply water.  

7. Many of these cities had covered drains. Each drain had a gentle slope so 
that water could flow through it. 

8. All three — houses, drains and streets — were probably planned and built at 
the same time. 

 
 
 
 

Life in the city 

 
1. A Harappan city was a very busy place. 
2. It is likely that the rulers sent people to distant lands to get metal, precious 

stones, and other things that they wanted.  
3. And there were scribes, people who knew how to write, who helped prepare 

the seals 
4. Besides, there were men and women, craftspersons, making all kinds of 

things either in their own homes or in special workshops.  
5. People were travelling to distant lands or returning with raw materials and, 

perhaps, stories.  
6. Many terracotta toys have been found and children must have played with 

these 



 
 
 
 

New crafts in the city 

 
 

1. Most of the things that have been found by archaeologists are made of stone, 
shell and metal, including copper, bronze, gold and silver.  

2. Copper and bronze were used to make tools, weapons, ornaments and 
vessels. Gold and silver were used to make ornaments and vessels. 

3. Perhaps the most striking finds are those of beads, weights, and blades. 
4. The Harappans also made seals out of stone. These are generally rectangular 

and usually have an animal carved on them. 
5. The Harappans also made pots with beautiful black designs 
6. Cotton was probably grown at Mehrgarh from about 7000 years ago. Actual 

pieces of cloth were found attached to the lid of a silver vase and some 
copper objects at Mohenjodaro.  

7. Archaeologists have also found spindle whorls, made of terracotta and 
faience. These were used to spin thread. 

 
 

In search of raw materials 

 
 

1. While some of the raw materials that the Harappans used were available 
locally, many items such as copper, tin, gold, silver and precious stones had 
to be brought from distant places.  

2. The Harappans probably got copper from present-day Rajasthan, and even 
from Oman in West Asia.  

3. Tin, which was mixed with copper to produce bronze may have been brought 
from present-day Afghanistan and Iran.  

4. Gold could have come all the way from present-day Karnataka and precious 
stones from present-day Gujarat, Iran and Afghanistan. 

 
 
 
 
 

Food for people in the cities 



 
 

1. While many people lived in the cities, others living in the countryside grew 
crops and reared animals. 

2. These farmers and herders supplied food to craftspersons, scribes and rulers 
in the cities.  

3. We know from remains of plants that the Harappans grew wheat, barley, 
pulses, peas, rice, sesame, linseed and mustard. 

4. A new tool, the plough, was used to dig the earth for turning the soil and 
planting seeds. While real ploughs, which were probably made of wood, have 
not survived, toy models have been found. 

5. As this region does not receive heavy rainfall, some form of irrigation may 
have been used.  

6. The Harappans reared cattle, sheep, goat and buffalo.  
 
 

A closer look — Harappan towns in Gujarat 

 
Dholavira: 
 

1. The city of Dholavira was located on Khadir Beyt (also spelt as Bet) in the 
Rann of Kutch, where there was fresh water and fertile soil.  

2. Unlike some of the other Harappan cities, which were divided into two parts, 
Dholavira was divided into three parts 

3. There was also a large open area in the settlement, where public ceremonies 
could be held.  

4. Other finds include large letters of the Harappan script that were carved out of 
white stone and perhaps inlaid in wood.  

 
Lothal:  
 

1. The city of Lothal stood beside a tributary of the Sabarmati, in Gujarat, close 
to the Gulf of Khambat.  

2. It was situated near areas where raw materials such as semi-precious stones 
were easily available.  

3. This was an important centre for making objects out of stone, shell and metal.  
4. There was also a storehouse in the city. Many seals and sealings (the 

impression of seals on clay) were found in this storehouse. 
5. A building that was found there was probably a workshop for making beads 

 
 



 
 
 

Vedic Age 
 
 
 
Temporal Context: 
 
 

 
 
Geographical context:  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 



 

One of the oldest books in the world: Rigveda 

 
 

1. You may have heard about the Vedas. There are four of them – the Rigveda, 
Samaveda, Yajurveda and Atharvaveda. The oldest Veda is the Rigveda, 
composed about 3500 years ago.  

2. The Rigveda includes more than a thousand hymns, called Sukta or 
“well-said”.  

3. These hymns are in praise of various gods and goddesses. Three gods are 
especially important: Agni, the god of fire; Indra, a warrior god; and Soma, a 
plant from which a special drink was prepared. 

4. These hymns were composed by sages (rishis). Priests taught students to 
recite and memorise each syllable, word, and sentence, bit by bit, with great 
care.  

5. Most of the hymns were composed, taught and learnt by men. A few were 
composed by women.  

 
 
 
 
 

Cattle, horses and chariots: 
 

1. There are many prayers in the Rigveda for cattle, children (especially sons), 
and horses. Horses were yoked to chariots that were used in battles, which 
were fought to capture cattle.  

2. Battles were also fought for land, which was important for pasture, and for 
growing hardy crops that ripened quickly, such as barley. Some battles were 
fought for water, and to capture people. 

3. Some of the wealth that was obtained was kept by the leaders, some was 
given to the priests and the rest was distributed amongst the people.  

4. Some wealth was used for the performance of yajnas or sacrifices in which 
offerings were made into the fire. These were meant for gods and goddesses. 
Offerings could include ghee, grain, and in some cases, animals. 

5. Most men took part in these wars. There was no regular army, but there were 
assemblies where people met and discussed matters of war and peace. They 
also chose leaders, who were often brave and skilful warriors. 

 
 



 
 

Words to describe Rigvedic people 

 
 
 

1. There are two groups who are described in terms of their work — the priests, 
sometimes called brahmins, who performed various rituals, and the rajas. 

2. These rajas were not like the ones you will be learning about later. They did 
not have capital cities, palaces or armies, nor did they collect taxes. 
Generally, sons did not automatically succeed fathers as rajas. 

3. Two words were used to describe the people or the community as a whole. 
One was the word Jana, which we still use in Hindi and other languages.  

4. The other was Vish. The word vaishya comes from Vish.  
5. Sometimes, the people who composed the hymns described themselves as 

Aryas and called their opponents Dasas or Dasyus.  
6. Dasyus were people who did not perform sacrifices and probably spoke 

different languages. Later, the term Dasa (and the feminine Dasi) came to 
mean slave.  

7. Slaves were women and men who were often captured in war. They were 
treated as the property of their owners, who could make them do whatever 
work they wanted. 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

KINGDOMS, KINGS AND AN EARLY REPUBLIC 
 
 
 
Temporal context: 3000 years ago 
 



 
 
 
Geographical Context: Ganga and Indus river plains 



 
 
 
 
 
 

How some men became rulers 
 

1. Some of the rajas in the early Vedic age were probably chosen by the Jana, 
the people. 

2. But, around 3000 years ago, we find some changes taking place in the ways 
in which rajas were chosen. Some men now became recognised as rajas by 
performing very big sacrifices. 



3. The Ashvamedha or horse sacrifice was one such ritual. The raja was a 
central figure in these rituals. 

 
 

Varna System developed gradually in the later Vedic age 
 

1. The priests divided people into four groups, called varnas. According to them, 
each varna had a different set of functions.  

2. The first varna was that of the brahmin. Brahmins were expected to study 
(and teach) the Vedas, perform sacrifices and receive gifts. 

3. In the second place were the rulers, also known as kshatriyas. They were 
expected to fight battles and protect people. 

4. Third were the Vish or the vaishyas. They were expected to be farmers, 
herders, and traders. Both the kshatriyas and the vaishyas could perform 
sacrifices. 

5. Last were the Shudras, who had to serve the other three groups and could not 
perform any rituals.  

6. Often, women were also grouped with the Shudras.  
7. Both women and Shudras were not allowed to study the Vedas. 
8. The priests also said that these groups were decided on the basis of birth.  
9. Later, they classified some people as untouchable. 
10.Many people did not accept the system of varna laid down by the brahmins. 

Some kings thought they were superior to the priests. 
 
 

Janapadas 
 

1. The rajas who performed big sacrifices were now recognised as being rajas of 
Janapadas rather than Janas.  

2. The word Janapada literally means the land where the Jana set its foot and 
settled down.  

3. Archaeologists have excavated a number of settlements in these Janapadas, 
such as Purana Qila in Delhi, Hastinapura near Meerut, and Atranjikhera, 
near Etah (the last two are in Uttar Pradesh).  

4. They found that people lived in huts, and kept cattle as well as other animals.  
5. They also grew a variety of crops — rice, wheat, barley, pulses, sugarcane, 

sesame and mustard. 
6. They made earthen pots. Some of these were grey in colour, others were red. 

One special type of pottery found at these sites is known as Painted Grey 
Ware.  

 



 
 

Mahajanapadas 

 
1. About 2500 years ago, some Janapadas became more important than others 

and were known as Mahajanapadas. 
2. Most Mahajanapadas had a capital city, many of these were fortified. This 

means that huge walls of wood, brick or stone were built around them. 
3. Forts were probably built to ward off attack, control people and to show power 
4. The new rajas now began maintaining armies. Soldiers were paid regular 

salaries and maintained by the king throughout the year. Some payments 
were probably made using punch-marked coins 

 
 
 
 

Taxation starts 
 

1. As the rulers of the Mahajanapadas were (a) building huge forts (b) 
maintaining big armies, they needed more resources. And they needed 
officials to collect these. So, instead of depending on occasional gifts brought 
by people, as in the case of the raja of the Janapadas, they started collecting 
regular taxes. 

2. Taxes on crops were the most important. This was because most people were 
farmers. Usually, the tax was fixed at 1/6th of what was produced. This was 
known as Bhaga or a share. 

3. There was a tax on trade, craftsperson, and herders as well. 
 
 
 

Changes in agriculture 
 

1. There were two major changes in agriculture around this time. One was the 
growing use of iron ploughshares. This meant that heavy, clayey soil could be 
turned over better than with a wooden ploughshare so that more grain could 
be produced.  

2. Second, people began transplanting paddy. This meant that instead of 
scattering seed on the ground, from which plants would sprout, saplings were 
grown and then planted in the fields. This led to increased production, as 
many more plants survived.  



3. However, it was back-breaking work. Generally, slave men and women, 
(Dasas and Dasis) and landless agricultural labourers (Kammakaras) had to 
do this work. 

 
 
 
 

Rise of Magadha 

 
 

1. Magadha became the most important Mahajanapada in about two hundred 
years. Many rivers such as the Ganga and Son flowed through Magadha. This 
was important for (a) transport, (b) water supplies (c) making the land fertile. 

2. Parts of Magadha were forested. Elephants, which lived in the forest, could be 
captured and trained for the army. 

3. Forests also provided wood for building houses, carts and chariots.  
4. Besides, there were iron ore mines in the region that could be tapped to make 

strong tools, ploughshare and weapons. 
5. Magadha had two very powerful rulers, Bimbisara and Ajatasattu, who used 

all possible means to conquer other Janapadas.  
6. Mahapadma Nanda was another important ruler. He extended his control up 

to the north-west part of the subcontinent. Rajagriha (present-day Rajgir) in 
Bihar was the capital of Magadha for several years. 

7. Later the capital was shifted to Pataliputra (present-day Patna). 
8. More than 2300 years ago, a ruler named Alexander, who lived in Macedonia 

in Europe, wanted to become a world conqueror.  
9. He came to the Indian subcontinent, reaching up to the banks of the Beas. 

When he wanted to march further eastwards, his soldiers refused. They were 
scared, as they had heard that the rulers of India had vast armies of foot 
soldiers, chariots and elephants. 

 
 
 

Republics:  Vajji 
 

1. While Magadha became a powerful kingdom, Vajji, with its capital at Vaishali 
(Bihar), was under a different form of government, known as Gana or sangha. 

2. In a Gana or a sangha there were not one, but many rulers. Sometimes, even 
when thousands of men ruled together, each one was known as a raja. These 
rajas performed rituals together.  



3. They also met in assemblies, and decided what had to be done and how, 
through discussion and debate. 

4. However, women, Dasas and Kammakaras could not participate in these 
assemblies. 

5. Both the Buddha and Mahavira belonged to Ganas or sanghas. Some of the 
most vivid descriptions of life in the sanghas can be found in Buddhist Books. 

6. Rajas of powerful kingdoms tried to conquer the sanghas. Nevertheless, 
these lasted for a very long time, till about 1500 years ago, when the last of 
the Ganas or sanghas were conquered by the Gupta rulers in the 3rd century. 

7. There is an account of the Vajjis from the Digha Nikaya, a famous Buddhist 
book, which contains some of the speeches of the Buddha. These were 
written down about 2300 years ago. 

 
 


