
#131
The Maurya and Gupta Empires in India


Last class, we finished learning about the Arab Empires and Islamic civilization.  That means that we have finished 2 of the empires we will study during this unit (Unit 5).  We finished learning about the Byzantine Empire and the Arab/Islamic Empire.  Now we only have 3 empires left to study during this unit: (1) the Maurya and Gupta Empires in India, (2) the Tang and Song Empires in China, and (3) the Mongol Empire in China.  These last 3 empires will go quickly, because there is not as much content to cover.  Today, we will learn about the Maurya and Gupta Empires, which were located in present day India.  Can you remember what other civilization we have studied that was located in present day India? ___________

Can you remember what the two major religions in India are? ________________________________
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The Maurya Empire (321-185 B.C.)


The Maurya Empire was the first Empire to unite all of India.  It all started with a man named Chandragupta Maurya (324-301 BC).  Chandragupta first gained power in the Ganges Valley, but with his strong army, he was soon able to conquer much of Northern India.  His descendants (fill in the meaning – __________________) moved southward and became the leaders of the Maurya Dynasty. 

I. Maurya Government:  The Maurya Dynasty set up an efficient bureaucracy and a strong government.  A bureaucracy is a system of managing government through departments that are run by appointed officials.  Officials collected taxes and oversaw the building of roads and harbors, which helped trade to flourish.  Other officials managed government-owned factories and shipyards.  However, Maurya rule was harsh.  Who else have we learned about that ruled harshly or strictly?

Chandragupta was mad suspicious of his many enemies.  He was a paranoid man so he created a brutal secret police force.  His secret police spied on people and reported to him about crime, corruption (dishonesty), and dissent (opposition) within his empire.  

II. Asoka and Reform:  When Chandragupta's grandson, Asoka, became the Mauryan Emperor, he ruled differently.  Asoka was horrified by the brutality of his grandfather’s rule so he put an end to it and rejected further conquests.  Asoka turned to Buddhism, hoping to rule by moral example rather than by violence.  He sent Buddhist missionaries across India to spread Buddhist beliefs.  However, despite Asoka's desire to promote Buddhism, he was tolerant of other beliefs.  Asoka's rule united his diverse people and brought peace and prosperity.  Asoka set up hospitals for people and animals, he planted trees to provide shade for travelers, and he was considered the greatest ruler of India.  However, after his death, the Maurya Empire started to decline and rival kingdoms once again competed for power and control of the land. 

III. Mauryan Contributions:  The Maurya Empire united much of India for the first time in history. This resulted in peace and prosperity and trade flourished.  The capital of the Maurya Empire was at Pataliputra, which was one of the largest and richest cities of its time.  The capital had schools and a library – learning was highly advanced.  One of the most lasting contributions of the Mauryan Empire was the spreading of the Buddhist religion all over India.  

The Gupta Empire (AD 320-550)


About 500 years after the rule of the Maurya Empire in India, the Gupta Empire came to power.  The Mauryas and the Guptas were the only early Indian civilizations to be able to unite the entire Indian subcontinent under their rule.  Both arose in the north and spread southward.  The geography in the north of India benefited both empires in many ways:  mountains helped protect these empires from foreign invaders and the Indus and Ganges Rivers flowed through the northern region, providing water and fertile soil.  


The Gupta period was a golden age for India (what other term could we use?).  It was a time of peace and prosperity. The Gupta established a strong central government, which also allowed local elected leaders a degree of local control.  Gupta society was ordered in accordance with Hindu beliefs.  This included a strict caste system, or class system.  The peace and prosperity created under Gupta leadership enabled the pursuit of scientific and artistic endeavors.  


What other golden ages have we studied?  What do you remember about the caste system?  How did the rigid social classes in the caste system make sense according to Hindu beliefs?   


An environment of peace and prosperity allowed scientific and artistic achievements to flourish during the Gupta dynasty.  Education took place at religious institutions.  At Hindu and Buddhist centers, students learned subjects such as mathematics, medicine, physics, and languages.  

I. Mathematics:  Indian mathematicians developed the concept of zero as well as the decimal system.  The decimal system is the system we use today, based on the number ten.   How are decimals based on the number 10?  Can you write 0.1, 0.01, and 0.001 as a fraction?

II. Medicine:  Gupta physicians began to use herbs and other remedies to treat illnesses.  Surgeons were able to set bones and repair facial injuries with plastic surgery.  Furthermore, Gupta physicians vaccinated people against the disease called smallpox 1,000 years before this practice began in Europe.

III. Architecture:  Gupta architecture was dedicated to building stone temples to the various Hindu gods.  Also, Buddhists built shrines to house the remains of holy people.  These structures were called Stupas.  This form of architecture made its way to China where it was renamed the pagoda.
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IV. Literature:  Gupta literature consists of fables and folktales written in Sanskrit.  These stories spread west to Persia, Egypt, and Greece, and became the basis for many Islamic literary works such as, Ali Baba and the Forty Thieves and Aladdin and his Magic Lamp.

V: The End of Gupta Rule:  After about 200 years the Gupta Dynasty declined due to weak rulers and a series of invasions, but many of their cultural and intellectual achievements were saved and transmitted to other cultures and live on today.

