
THE GUPTA EMPIRE 

 

 

 The Gupta dynasty came to power in India in AD 320 and ruled until 550. 

 The strong Gupta government, which gave power to local leaders, united much of the Indian 
subcontinent and ensured peace and prosperity. 

 Hinduism had a very strong impact on Gupta society and cultural life. 

 Gupta scientists and mathematicians made important discoveries and advances. 

 After 200 years the Gupta Empire declined because of weak rulers and foreign invasions.  The 
invaders were white Huns from central Asia. 

 
Geography 
 

 After 500 years of Mauryan rule, the Guptas came to power. 

 Both empires were able to unite India under their rule. 

 They both rose in the north and spread southward. 

 Geography benefitted both empires.  In the north, the Himalayas helped protect these 
civilizations from foreign invaders.  The Ganges and Indus rivers provided water and fertile soil. 

 The Gupta period was one of peace and prosperity. 
 
Government 
 

 Gupta emperors ruled over a spectacular court at Pataliputra. 

 An efficient central government allowed trade to prosper and provided a stable background for 
advances in learning and the arts. 



 Gupta rulers also gave power to local leaders. 

 Local leaders were elected by merchants and artisans. 

 In each village, a headman and councils made decisions for the village. 

 The most respected people of the village served on the council. 

 At first, women were allowed to serve on councils, eventually, Hindu law placed greater 
restrictions on women excluding them from participation. 

 
Hinduism and Gupta Society 
 

 The caste system had originated during Aryan times.  By the time of Gupta, the caste system had 
expanded and had a major influence on village and family life. 

 
Village Life 
 

 The village was the center of Indian life. 

 A cluster of homes built of earth and stone was surrounded by fields, where farmers grew their 
crops. 

 Villages ran their own affairs with little interference from the central government as long as they 
paid their taxes. 

 Village life was governed by caste rules and traditions.  These strong traditions created a stable 
society. 

 People in the highest caste had the strictest rules which were designed to keep them from being 
contaminated by people from lower castes. 

 The untouchables were outcasts who lived harsh lives.  They were given jobs considered 
“impure” such as cleaning streets or digging graves.  Untouchables lived apart from other 
members of Gupta society. 

 
Family Life 
 

 In villages wealthier persons often lived in joint families where parents, children, grandparents, 
uncles, and their children shared a common home. 

 Indian families were patriarchal where the father or eldest male headed the household.  Heads 
of families had great authority. 

 Indian children learned the family trade or worked in the fields and were taught what would be 
expected of them as adults. 

 An important duty for parents was to arrange the marriage of their children.  Hindu law required 
that people marry only within their own caste. 

 The status of women generally became more restricted over time because of the development 
of Hindu law.  Women were required to stay in their homes and cover themselves from head to 
foot when they were out.  Lower-class women worked in the fields or did spinning and weaving. 

 
Scientific and Artistic Contributions 
 

 An environment of peace and prosperity allowed scientific and artistic achievements to flourish 
during this period. 

 Education took place in Hindu and Buddhist schools.  Students learned math, medicine, physics, 
and languages. 



 Indian mathematicians developed the concept of zero as well as the decimal system based on 
the number 10.  They also developed the Arabic numerals that we use today.  Arabs brought 
them from India to the rest of the world. 

 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.  Gupta physicians vaccinated people 
against smallpox approximately 1,000 years before this practice began in Europe. 

 Architects built stone temples for Hindu worship.  Buddhists built stupas. 

 Fables and folk tales in the Sanskrit language were collected and recorded.  These stories were 
carried west to Persia, Egypt, and Greece. 
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