
Evolution of Indian 

Culture and Civilization 

Prehistoric Cultures: Neolithic 

The Neolithic period marks one of the most decisive turning points in the 

evolution of Indian culture and civilization. Chronologically, it broadly spans 

from around 7000 BCE to 2000 BCE, with significant regional variations. 

Geologically, this period falls within the Holocene epoch, when the Earth 

experienced relatively stable and warmer conditions.  

These conditions allowed humans to move beyond food gathering and 

hunting toward food production, leading to permanent settlements, social 

differentiation, and new cultural institutions. 

Deep Time & the Rise of Human Culture 

1. Birth of the Earth and Early Life 

The Earth was formed around 4.6 billion years ago, during the early history of 

the solar system. In its initial stages, the planet was extremely hot, volcanically 

active, and inhospitable to life. Over millions of years, cooling led to the 

formation of the Earth’s crust, oceans, and atmosphere. 

Life first appeared in the oceans more than 3.5 billion years ago, 

initially as simple single-celled organisms. Through gradual biological 

evolution, complex life forms developed. For a very long time, life remained 

confined to water, but eventually plants and animals colonized land. 

2. Phanerozoic Eon and the Rise of Complex Life 
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Around 541 million years ago, the Earth entered the Phanerozoic Eon, which 

marks the appearance of abundant, visible life forms. This eon is divided into 

three major eras: Paleozoic, Mesozoic, and Cenozoic. 

During these eras: Plants spread across land, creating stable ecosystems. 

Reptiles, mammals, and birds evolved. 

3. Cenozoic Era: The Age of Mammals 

The Cenozoic Era, beginning around 66 million years ago, is the most 

important era for human evolution. After the extinction of dinosaurs, 

mammals diversified rapidly. Forests, grasslands, and open savannahs 

expanded across many regions of the world. 

By the late Cenozoic, especially during the Miocene epoch (about 23–5 

million years ago), global climates began cooling and drying. Dense forests 

started shrinking, and open landscapes became more common. These 

environmental changes exerted strong evolutionary pressures on primates living 

in Africa. 

4. Earliest Hominids and the Origins of Bipedalism 

The earliest hominids appeared around 7–6 million years ago, during the late 

Miocene. Geological evidence indicates increasing aridity and seasonal climates 

in Africa. Forest fragmentation forced some primates to spend more time on the 

ground. 

Under these conditions, bipedalism emerged as a key adaptation. Walking 

upright conserved energy over long distances, freed the hands for carrying food 

and infants, and improved heat regulation in open environments. 

Early hominids were small-brained but anatomically distinct from apes. 

Their survival depended on flexibility, social cooperation, and efficient movement 

rather than strength alone. 

                             The Optionalist | AnthroPoliX 



The first hominids, or early human ancestors, emerged around 6-7 million years 

ago, with Sahelanthropus tchadensis (Chad, ~7 Ma) and Orrorin 

tugenensis (Kenya, ~6 Ma) considered the earliest potential candidates, 

showing signs of bipedalism (walking on two legs) despite ape-like brains.  

Later, the Ardipithecus genus (like Ar. kadabba & Ar. ramidus) further 

developed these traits, followed by Australopithecus (e.g., Au. afarensis, 

ancestor to Homo), with Homo habilis ("handy man") emerging around 

2.4 Ma as the first of our own genus to make tools, marking a significant step 

towards modern humans.  

Key Early Hominids  

Sahelanthropus tchadensis (7-6 mya): Found in Chad, with a skull 

suggesting bipedalism but chimp-sized brain; oldest potential hominin. 

Orrorin tugenensis (6 mya): From Kenya, femur suggests bipedal walking. 

Ardipithecus (5.5-4.4 mya): Species like Ardipithecus ramidus showed both 

tree-climbing and ground-walking traits. 

Australopithecus (e.g., Au. afarensis): The "southern ape," known for 

bipedalism (like Lucy) and ancestral to the Homo genus. 

Homo habilis ("Handy Man"): ~2.4-1.5 mya; first in our genus to 

consistently make stone tools (Oldowan tools).  

5. Australopithecines 

Between 4 and 2 million years ago, australopithecines flourished in Africa. They 

lived in environments that combined woodland and open grassland. 

Although australopithecines were not fully cultural beings, they laid the biological 

foundation for later human evolution. 

6. Homo habilis: The First Toolmaker 
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Around 2.4 million years ago, during the early Pleistocene epoch, Homo 

habilis emerged. This period was marked by intensified climatic fluctuations and 

repeated cycles of cooling and warming. 

Environmental unpredictability favored: Larger brain size, Manual 

dexterity & Tool-making ability 

Simple stone tools allowed early humans to process meat and plant foods more 

efficiently. Tool-making became a learned behavior, marking the earliest form of 

culture. 

7. Homo erectus and Homo heidelbergensis 

Homo erectus appeared around 1.9 million years ago, during the early to 

middle Pleistocene. This species evolved in response to increasingly open 

environments and strong climatic variability. 

Key survival pressures included: Long-distance movement in search of food, 

Competition with other predators & Seasonal resource scarcity 

Homo erectus developed: Acheulean stone tools, Controlled use of fire & 

Larger brains and bodies 

This species migrated out of Africa and spread across Asia, including 

the Indian subcontinent. 

Later, Homo heidelbergensis emerged around 600,000 years ago, 

showing further brain expansion and improved hunting strategies. These humans 

likely hunted large animals cooperatively and occupied a wide range of habitats. 

Homo heidelbergensis is widely considered to be the evolutionary link 

between the Homo erectus (including its African form H. ergaster) 

and later human species like Neanderthals and modern humans (H. 

sapiens), essentially serving as the last common ancestor.  
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H. erectus populations, particularly in Africa, likely evolved into H. 

heidelbergensis around 700,000 to 900,000 years ago, with H. heidelbergensis 

then spreading into Europe and Africa, eventually branching into 

Neanderthals in Europe and H. sapiens in Africa.  

8. Modern Homo sapiens 

Modern humans emerged around 300,000 years ago in Africa. Their 

evolution coincided with intense environmental instability. 

Survival pressures favored: Advanced cognition, Language and symbolic 

thought & Complex social organization 

Around 70,000–50,000 years ago, modern humans dispersed across 

Asia, including India. India became a major corridor for human migration, 

adaptation, and cultural development. 

10. Pleistocene Epoch and the Paleolithic Culture 

The Pleistocene epoch (about 2.6 million to 11,700 years ago) is 

inseparable from the Paleolithic period. It was characterized by repeated 

glacial and interglacial cycles. 

In India, these cycles influenced: Monsoon intensity, River systems such as the 

Narmada and Ganga & Expansion and contraction of forests and grasslands 

Paleolithic humans adapted by remaining mobile, developing stone tools, and 

relying on cooperative hunting and gathering. Cultural evolution during this time 

was slow but cumulative, shaped directly by environmental stress. 

11. Holocene Epoch: Mesolithic and Neolithic 

Around 11,700 years ago, the Earth entered the Holocene epoch, marking the 

end of the last Ice Age. Climate became warmer, more stable, and predictable. 

Mesolithic Adaptation 
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During the early Holocene, humans developed microlithic tools, diversified 

their diets, and began semi-sedentary life near rivers and lakes. This 

reflects fine-tuned adaptation to stable environments. 

Neolithic Revolution 

As climatic stability continued, humans began domesticating plants and animals. 

Agriculture, pottery, permanent villages, and social institutions emerged. 

The Holocene environment made long-term planning possible. Human culture 

shifted from adaptation to active transformation of landscapes. 

Emergence of Agriculture and Domestication 

Agriculture in North-Western India 

By around 7000 BCE, the site of Mehrgarh, located in present-day 

Balochistan, shows strong evidence of early farming communities. Excavations 

reveal domesticated varieties of wheat and barley, along with storage 

facilities, grinding stones, and mud-brick houses. The presence of 

sickles and querns indicates systematic harvesting and processing of grains. 

Animal domestication is also clearly attested at Mehrgarh. Bones of cattle, 

sheep, and goats show morphological changes associated with domestication. 

These animals provided meat, milk, hides, and traction, reducing dependence on 

hunting. 

Agriculture in the Indus and Ghaggar-Hakra Regions 

Between 6000 and 3000 BCE, agricultural practices spread across the 

north-western plains and river valleys. Settlements along the Indus and 

Ghaggar-Hakra systems show increasing reliance on cultivation. 

Crops such as wheat, barley, peas, and lentils were widely grown. 

Archaeological layers contain charred grains, storage jars, and evidence of 
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seasonal sowing and harvesting. The use of floodplains allowed early farmers 

to exploit natural soil fertility. 

Animal remains indicate continued domestication of zebu cattle, along 

with sheep and goats. These animals were essential not only for food but also 

for ploughing fields and transport, marking an important technological advance. 

Agriculture in the Gangetic Plains 

The middle Ganga valley represents a distinct agricultural tradition shaped by 

humid climate and dense vegetation. By around 6000–5000 BCE, early 

Neolithic communities emerged in this region. 

Sites such as Koldihwa and Mahagara provide some of the earliest evidence 

of rice cultivation in the subcontinent. Charred rice grains, husks, and 

agricultural tools suggest deliberate planting rather than simple gathering of 

wild rice. 

Domesticated cattle, sheep, and goats were also present, while fishing 

and hunting remained important due to abundant riverine resources. This 

mixed economy reflects gradual adaptation rather than abrupt change. 

Agriculture Eastern and North-Eastern India 

In eastern India and the north-eastern hills, agriculture developed in close 

association with forest environments. Communities practiced early forms of 

shifting cultivation, which suited hilly terrain and heavy rainfall. 

Evidence from sites in Odisha and the north-east indicates cultivation of 

tubers, millets, and rice. Polished stone tools such as axes and adzes were 

used to clear forest patches for cultivation. 

Domestication of animals was less intensive here, but pigs and cattle played 

important roles in subsistence and ritual life. 

Southern Indian Pastoral-Agricultural Economy 
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The southern Deccan plateau developed a distinctive Neolithic tradition between 

3000 and 1200 BCE. The semi-arid environment encouraged a strong focus on 

pastoralism combined with agriculture. 

Sites such as Hallur, Brahmagiri, Tekkalakota, and Piklihal show 

extensive evidence of cattle herding. Large ash mounds, formed from burnt cattle 

dung, indicate ritual gatherings and seasonal movement of pastoral groups. 

Crops included millets, pulses, and legumes, which were well suited to dry 

conditions. Grinding stones, storage pits, and domestic structures suggest 

increasing sedentism. 

Tools Associated with Agriculture 

The spread of agriculture brought significant technological changes. Polished 

stone tools replaced earlier chipped tools for many tasks. These tools were more 

durable and effective for land clearance, woodcutting, and agricultural work. 

Grinding stones, mortars, and pestles became common, reflecting 

increased processing of grains. Pottery emerged as an essential technology for 

cooking, storage, and transport of food. Early pottery was handmade, coarse, and 

often plain, but it gradually became more refined and durable. 

Social and Cultural Implications of Domestication 

Agriculture transformed social life in fundamental ways. Permanent or 

semi-permanent settlements replaced seasonal camps. Population density 

increased, leading to more complex social relationships. 

Food surplus allowed for: Division of labor, Craft specialization & 

Development of property concepts 

Domesticated animals became symbols of wealth and social status. Agricultural 

cycles encouraged ritual practices connected with fertility, rainfall, and seasonal 

change, laying the foundations for religious traditions. 
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Neolithic Settlement 

Settlements of North-Western India 

The earliest and most well-documented Neolithic settlement tradition is found in 

the north-western region. 

Mehrgarh 

Mehrgarh represents one of the earliest village settlements in South Asia, dating 

from around 7000 BCE onward. Excavations reveal a long sequence of 

architectural development. 

The earliest houses were: Built of sun-dried mud bricks, Rectangular in 

shape & Divided into multiple rooms 

Some rooms functioned as living spaces, while others were clearly used for 

storage, indicated by large bins and granaries. This shows early planning and 

concern for food security. 

Settlement in the Indus and Ghaggar-Hakra Regions 

As Neolithic farming expanded, settlements spread along river valleys and 

floodplains. These areas provided water, fertile land, and communication routes. 

Settlements in these regions show: Raised platforms to protect against 

floods, Storage structures for grain & Open spaces possibly used for 

communal activities 

Settlement in the Gangetic Plains 

In the middle Ganga valley, Neolithic settlements developed under humid and 

forested conditions. 

Koldihwa and Mahagara 

Excavations reveal: Circular and oval huts, Wattle-and-daub walls 

supported by wooden posts & Floors made of rammed earth 
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These structures were suited to heavy rainfall and abundant timber 

availability. Thatched roofs helped drain rainwater efficiently. 

The presence of hearths, storage pits, and domestic refuse indicates long-term 

occupation rather than seasonal camps. 

Eastern and North-Eastern Settlements 

In eastern India and the north-eastern hills, settlement patterns reflect 

adaptation to hilly terrain and forest environments. 

Houses were often: Built on slopes or terraces, Made of bamboo, wood, 

and mud, Light and flexible, allowing repair and rebuilding 

Stone tools used for forest clearance, such as polished axes and adzes, are 

frequently found near settlement areas. These communities practiced shifting 

cultivation, which influenced their settlement mobility. 

Southern Indian Settlements 

The Neolithic culture of the Deccan plateau presents a distinct architectural 

tradition shaped by semi-arid conditions and pastoral economy. 

Sites such as Piklihal, Hallur, and Brahmagiri 

Settlements consisted of: Circular or oval huts, Stone foundations with 

mud superstructures, Thatched roofs supported by wooden poles 

A striking feature of southern Neolithic settlements is the presence of ash 

mounds, formed by repeated burning of cattle dung. These mounds were 

located near habitation areas and likely served ritual and social functions related 

to cattle herding. 

The layout suggests seasonal aggregation of pastoral groups rather than dense 

permanent villages. 

Materials Used in Neolithic Architecture 
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Neolithic builders used materials readily available in their local environment: 

Mud and clay for bricks and plaster, Stone for foundations and tools, 

Wood and bamboo for frames and roofing, Grass and reeds for 

thatching 

The choice of materials reflects practical knowledge of climate, durability, and 

resource availability. Architecture was not monumental but highly functional. 

Tool-Making Industry 

From Chipped to Ground Stone Technology 

The most defining technological shift of the Neolithic period in India is the 

transition from flaked (chipped) stone tools to ground and polished 

stone tools. This change was driven by new economic activities such as land 

clearance, farming, wood-working, and construction. 

Earlier tools were designed for hunting and butchery. Neolithic tools, by contrast, 

were designed for long-term use, durability, and repetitive tasks. 

Polishing reduced tool breakage, improved cutting efficiency, and allowed better 

control. 

Major Neolithic Tool Industries in India 

Ground and Polished Stone Tool Industry 

This is the hallmark industry of the Indian Neolithic. 

These tools were produced through a multi-stage process: First, a rough shape 

was created by percussion. Next, the surface was abraded using sand, water, 

and harder stone. Finally, fine polishing produced smooth, sharp, and durable 

edges. 

This technique required patience, planning, and technical skill, reflecting 

advanced cognitive abilities and cultural transmission of knowledge. 
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Tool Materials Used 

Neolithic toolmakers selected stones based on hardness and durability. Common 

materials include: Basalt, Dolerite, Chert, Quartzite & Granite 

The use of locally available stone shows strong environmental awareness and 

regional adaptation. 

Types of Neolithic Tools 

Celts (Polished Stone Axes) 

Celts are the most characteristic Neolithic tools in India. They are thick, 

polished stone axes with sharp cutting edges. 

Functions: Clearing forests for agriculture, Cutting wood for houses and fences, 

Shaping wooden tools and handles 

Notable sites include Piklihal, Brahmagiri, Hallur, and Tekkalakota in 

South India. 

Adzes 

Adzes resemble axes but have blades set at right angles to the handle. 

Functions: Woodworking, Hollowing logs & Making planks and structural 

components 

Their presence indicates advanced carpentry skills required for house 

construction and agricultural implements. 

Chisels and Gouges 

These narrow, polished tools were used for fine woodworking and shaping bone 

and wood. 

They suggest: Craft specialization, Increased aesthetic and functional refinement 

Grinding Stones, Querns, and Mullers 
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These tools were essential for processing agricultural produce. 

Functions: Grinding cereals such as wheat, barley, rice, and millets, Crushing 

seeds and pulses 

Grinding stones are commonly found at sites such as Mehrgarh, Koldihwa, 

and Mahagara, confirming sustained agricultural activity. 

Pottery Technology in Neolithic India 

Why Pottery Emerged in the Neolithic 

The development of agriculture created new needs. Cultivated grains had to be 

stored, cooked, and protected from moisture and pests. Permanent 

settlements required containers that could withstand repeated use. Climatic 

stability during the Holocene further supported the development of ceramic 

technology, as settled communities could invest time and labor into pottery 

production. Pottery thus emerged not as an isolated craft but as part of a broader 

cultural system involving farming, surplus management, and social 

organization. 

Raw Materials and Preparation 

Neolithic potters selected fine clay from riverbanks, floodplains, and seasonal 

streams. The clay was cleaned to remove stones and organic matter. To prevent 

cracking during firing, temper was added.  

This temper included: Sand, Crushed stone, Ground pottery fragments, Organic 

material such as husk or straw etc. 

Pottery-Making Techniques 

Handmade Pottery and Coiling Technique 

The earliest Neolithic pottery in India was handmade. The most common 

technique was coiling. In this method, long rolls of clay were placed one above 
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another to build the vessel wall. The coils were then smoothed by hand or with 

simple tools. 

This technique allowed potters to make: Large storage jars, Cooking pots, Bowls 

and dishes etc 

Wheel-Finished Pottery 

In later phases of the Neolithic, especially in regions closer to Chalcolithic 

cultures, pottery began to show signs of wheel finishing. While fully fast wheels 

were not common, slow-turning devices helped refine the shape and surface of 

vessels. 

Firing Technology 

Neolithic pottery was generally well-fired, a major improvement over earlier 

experimental ceramics. Firing was done in: Open hearths & Simple pit kilns 

Potters controlled firing conditions by regulating fuel and airflow. Most Neolithic 

pottery shows red, brown, or black surfaces, depending on oxygen levels during 

firing. 

The ability to consistently fire pottery at high temperatures indicates mastery 

over fire technology. 

Forms and Types of Neolithic Pottery 

Neolithic pottery was produced in a wide range of forms, each suited to specific 

functions. 

Common forms include: Globular storage jars, Shallow bowls, Deep 

cooking pots, Lids and basins etc. 

Some vessels had narrow necks to protect stored grain, while others had wide 

mouths for cooking and serving food. 

Decorative Techniques and Designs 
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Decoration became an important cultural element in Neolithic pottery. 

Incised Designs 

Patterns were cut into the wet clay using sharp tools. Common motifs include: 

Lines, Zigzags, Chevrons, Cross-hatching etc.  

These designs likely carried symbolic meaning or marked group identity. 

Painted Pottery 

Some Neolithic pottery was decorated with painted designs, usually in red, 

black, or white pigments. Designs were geometric and repetitive, suggesting 

shared aesthetic traditions. 

Painted pottery indicates: Leisure beyond subsistence work, Cultural expression, 

Possibly ritual or ceremonial use 

Impressed and Cord-Marked Pottery 

In some regions, impressions were made using cords, textiles, or fingers. These 

textures improved grip and may also have had decorative or symbolic value. 

Symbolic Expression and Ritual Life 

Meaning of Symbolic Expression 

Symbolic expression refers to the use of objects, spaces, actions, and 

images to convey meanings that go beyond their immediate practical 

function. In Neolithic India, symbolism was expressed through pottery designs, 

ritual structures, burial practices, figurines, animal cults, and landscape features. 

Such expressions reveal how early farming communities tried to 

understand natural forces like fertility, death, seasonal cycles, and animal 

life. Symbolism thus became a medium through which culture was 

transmitted across generations. 

Roots of Ritual Life 

                             The Optionalist | AnthroPoliX 



Neolithic ritual life was deeply shaped by agricultural dependence. Farming made 

humans vulnerable to rainfall patterns, soil fertility, and seasonal rhythms. This 

dependence encouraged ritual practices aimed at ensuring fertility of land, crops, 

animals, and people. 

Permanent settlements also created strong emotional attachment to land 

and ancestors, leading to ritualized treatment of space, dwellings, and the 

dead. 

Burial Practices and Concepts of Afterlife 

One of the clearest indicators of symbolic thinking in Neolithic India is the 

treatment of the dead. 

Burials at Mehrgarh 

At Mehrgarh, burials were carefully prepared and often accompanied by grave 

goods such as pottery, beads, stone tools, and ornaments. The inclusion of 

objects suggests belief in an afterlife or continued existence beyond death. 

Some burials show differential treatment, indicating early social 

distinctions based on age, gender, or status. 

Child Burials and Symbolism 

In several Neolithic sites, children were buried with ornaments and care. This 

indicates emotional bonding and symbolic valuation of life beyond economic 

productivity. 

Ritual Use of Pottery and Objects 

Not all pottery was used for daily domestic activities. Certain vessels were 

carefully decorated and deposited in special contexts, suggesting ritual use. 

Painted motifs, repetitive geometric designs, and standardized forms 

may have symbolized fertility, protection, or group identity. The act of 
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decorating pottery itself reflects symbolic communication rather than mere 

utility. 

Figurines and Fertility Symbolism 

Clay figurines, especially of animals and humans, have been found at some 

Neolithic sites. These figurines are often interpreted as: Fertility symbols, 

Representations of ancestors, Totemic animals 

Their simplified forms emphasize symbolic meaning rather than realism, 

showing abstract thinking. 

Ash Mounds of South India 

The ash mounds found at sites like Piklihal, Kupgal, and Utnur are among 

the most striking ritual features of Neolithic India. These mounds were formed by 

repeated burning of cattle dung during communal gatherings. 

The scale and repetition of this activity suggest ritual importance. Cattle were not 

only economic assets but sacred beings linked to fertility, wealth, and social 

identity. 

Sacred Spaces 

Neolithic people also expressed symbolism through the organization of space. 

Some settlements show: Separation of domestic and ritual areas, 

Repeated use of specific locations for ceremonies,  Structured 

placement of houses and open spaces 

These spatial patterns reflect early concepts of sacred and profane space. 

Rock Art and Symbolic Communication 

Though more common in Mesolithic contexts, rock art continued into the 

Neolithic period in many regions. 

                             The Optionalist | AnthroPoliX 



Paintings and engravings depict: Animals, Hunting scenes, Human figures, 

Abstract symbols 

Sites such as Bhimbetka show continuity of symbolic traditions across prehistoric 

periods. These images may have served ritual, storytelling, or identity-forming 

functions. 

Significance for the Evolution of Indian Culture and Civilization 

Symbolic expression in Neolithic India marks a fundamental shift in human 

consciousness. Humans began to: Interpret nature rather than merely 

respond to it, Preserve memory through ritual and material culture 

& Define identity through symbols and shared beliefs 

Social Organisation 

From Mobile Bands to Settled Communities 

Before the Neolithic, human groups were small, mobile, and loosely organized. 

The Neolithic shift to farming encouraged long-term settlement near cultivated 

land. Archaeological evidence from sites such as Mehrgarh, Koldihwa, 

Mahagara, Hallur, and Brahmagiri indicates sustained occupation 

over generations. 

Permanent villages required cooperation in land clearing, sowing, 

irrigation, harvesting, and animal care. This necessity strengthened social 

bonds and encouraged collective decision-making, marking the early 

formation of community-based social structures. 

Household as the Basic Social Unit 

Excavations across Neolithic sites show clearly defined houses with 

hearths, storage bins, and workspaces. These features indicate that the 

household became the basic unit of social organization. 
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At Mehrgarh, multi-room houses suggest extended family living 

arrangements. Storage facilities within houses reflect control over surplus at 

the household level, indicating early ideas of property and inheritance. 

This shift from group-based sharing to household-based control represents a 

major cultural change in social relations. 

Kinship and Lineage Systems 

The clustering of houses in Neolithic settlements suggests kin-based 

neighborhoods. Shared architectural styles and material culture imply strong 

lineage ties. 

Burial evidence further supports this interpretation. Similar burial practices 

within settlements indicate shared beliefs and social norms transmitted 

through kinship networks. Such kin-based organisation laid the foundation for 

later clan and lineage systems seen in historic Indian society. 

Division of Labour 

Neolithic society shows clear signs of division of labour, a key marker of cultural 

complexity. 

The presence of standardized pottery, finely polished tools, and 

specialized grinding equipment suggests skilled artisans. This 

differentiation in economic roles marks a shift away from egalitarian subsistence 

groups toward more structured societies. 

Gender Roles 

Although direct evidence is limited, material culture provides clues about gender 

roles. Grinding stones, food-processing tools, and domestic pottery suggest 

involvement in household production, while hunting tools and heavy agricultural 

implements may indicate task differentiation. 

Social Inequality 

                             The Optionalist | AnthroPoliX 



Neolithic society was largely egalitarian compared to later periods, but early 

signs of inequality are visible. 

Some burials contain more goods than others, including ornaments and finely 

crafted objects. This suggests: Differential access to resources, 

Recognition of social status, Possibly leadership roles 

At Mehrgarh, variations in grave goods indicate emerging social ranking, 

although not rigid class divisions. 

Major Cultural Changes 

1. Establishment of Permanent Settlements 

The most visible and transformative change of the Neolithic period was the shift 

from mobility to permanent village life. Anthropologist V. Gordon Childe, in his 

seminal work Man Makes Himself, described this shift as part of the 

“Neolithic Revolution,” emphasizing that settled life fundamentally altered 

human social relations. 

Permanent settlements allowed people to develop a sense of territory, ancestry, 

and belonging. This emotional and cultural attachment to land later 

became a defining feature of Indian civilization. 

2. Food Surplus and Its Social Consequences 

The second major cultural transformation was the generation of food surplus 

through agriculture and animal domestication. Anthropologist Leslie White, in 

The Evolution of Culture, emphasized that cultural complexity increases with 

a society’s ability to control and store energy. In Neolithic India, surplus 

food represented stored energy that could be used beyond immediate survival. 

Archaeological evidence supports this clearly. Storage bins at Mehrgarh, 

large jars in southern Neolithic sites, and granary-like structures in 

the Gangetic plains show systematic surplus management. Charred grains of 
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wheat, barley, rice, and millets recovered from Neolithic contexts indicate 

planned cultivation and storage. 

Food surplus had several far-reaching effects: Population increased because 

food availability became more stable. People could survive seasonal shortages. 

Some individuals were freed from food production and could specialize in other 

tasks. 

Anthropologist Marshall Sahlins, while discussing early societies, noted that 

surplus creates the conditions for social differentiation. In Neolithic 

India, this is reflected in unequal burial goods and varied house sizes, suggesting 

early forms of social stratification. 

3. Technological Diversification 

The third major cultural change was technological diversification, which reflects 

increasing cultural progress. Anthropologist Grahame Clark, known for his work 

on prehistoric economies, emphasized that tool diversity reflects economic 

complexity. 

Neolithic India shows a wide range of specialized tools: Polished stone axes 

and adzes for forest clearance, Grinding stones and querns for food 

processing, Sickle blades for harvesting, Pottery for cooking and 

storage 

Sites such as Piklihal, Tekkalakota, Hallur, and Koldihwa provide abundant 

evidence of such diversified toolkits. The careful polishing of stone tools, as Clark 

noted, indicates investment of time and labour, something only possible 

in stable societies. 

4. Symbolic Development 

The fourth and perhaps most profound cultural change was the growth of ritual 

life and symbolic expression. Anthropologist Clifford Geertz, in The 
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Interpretation of Cultures, argued that culture is essentially a system of 

shared meanings.  

Formal burials at Mehrgarh, often accompanied by pottery, beads, and tools, 

indicate beliefs about death and continuity beyond life. Differences in grave 

goods suggest recognition of social roles and status. 

Clay figurines found at several Neolithic sites are commonly interpreted as 

fertility symbols or representations of animals and ancestors. The ash mounds 

of South India, studied extensively by archaeologists and anthropologists, 

represent large-scale ritual activity centered on cattle.  

Neolithic Foundations of Later Indian Civilization 

The Neolithic period laid the structural foundations for later Chalcolithic and 

urban cultures. Agricultural practices, settlement patterns, craft traditions, and 

social institutions developed during this period continued and evolved into more 

complex forms. 

In this sense, Neolithic culture represents the true beginning of Indian 

civilization—not in terms of cities or writing, but in the emergence of stable, 

organized, and culturally rich human communities. It marks the transformation 

of humans from adaptive foragers into creators of enduring cultural and 

civilizational systems in the Indian subcontinent. 
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