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F. The Glassical Givilizations: lndia and Ghina
Your AP Vorld History Exam will likely focus on four empires in India and Chi-
na that existed from around 300 r.c.E. to around 550 c.r. These four empires are

the Maurya and Gupta in India, and the Qin and Han in China. Keep in mind
that to fully understand these four empires, you will also need ro review some of
the major belief systems discussed in Section IV of this chapter.

1. The Mauryan Empire in lndia (321 to approximately 180 e.c.r.)
Around 330 n.c.s., Alexander the Great conquered the Persian Empire and con-
tinued into India (more on this in a few pages). During this time, the Aryan cul-
ture and belief systems continued to spread throughout India. Then, around 321
B.c.E., a new empire arose in India, one that would come to be the largest in that
country to date. Spanning from the Indus River Valley easrward through the
Ganges River Valley and southward through the Deccan Plateau, the Mauryan
Empire was founded by Chandragupta Maurya, who unified rhe smaller Aryan
kingdoms into a civilization. But it would be his grandson, Ashoka Maurya, who
would take the empire to its greatest heights. \
A major reason that the Mauryan Empire became so powerful and wealthy was
trade. Indian merchants traded silk, cotton, and elephants (among hundreds of
other items) to Mesopotamia and the eastern Roman Empire. Another reason
was its powerful military. Interestingly, it was its military strength that eventually
caused a dramatic change in the empire. Stricken with disgusr and filled with re-
morse for a very violent and bloody victory his forces claimed over the Kalinga in
southeast India, Ashoka converted to Buddhism. For the rest of his reign, Ashoka
preached nonviolence and moderation. (As you'Il learn in Section IV of this chap-
ter, during the previous cenrury, Buddhism had recently taken root in this other-
wise Hindu region.)

Ashoka is also known for his Rock and Pillar Edicts, which v7s1s 6x1ysd 6n-
you guessed it-rocks and pillars throughout the empire. These edicts reminded
Mauryans to live generous and righteous lives. Following Ashoka's conversion and
commitment to Buddhism, the religion spread beyond India into many parts of
Southeast Asia.

2. The Gupta Dynasty in lndia (320-550 c.r)
After Ashokat death in 232 r.c.r., rhe Mauryan Empire began to decline rapid\,,
primarily due to economic problems and pressure from attacks in the northeast.
But between 375 and4l5 c.n., it experienced a revival under Chandra Gupta II,
known as Chandra Gupta the Great. The Gupta Empire was more decentralized
and smaller than its predecessor, but it is often referred to as a golden age because
it enjoyed relative peace and saw significant advances in rhe arts and sciences. For
example, Gupta mathematicians developed the concepts of pi and of zero. They
also devised a decimal sysrem that used the numerals 1 through 9 (which were dif-
fused to the Arabs and became known as Arabic numerals).



The Gupta Empire (Fourth-Fifth Century c.r.)

By the time of the Gupta Dynasty, Hinduism had again become the dominant
religion in India. Hinduism reinforced the caste system, meaning that Indian so-

cial structures were very rigid. Though the empire as a whole was enjoying an era

of peace, prosperity, and artistic endeavors, women were increasingly losing their
rights. Totally under the control of men, Indian women lost the right to own or
inherit property, and could not participate in sacred rituals or study religion. And
stemming from an increasingly urban society that placed a growing importance
on the inheritance of property, child marriage (involving girls as young as six or
seven) also became the norm during this era. The Gupta Dynasty collapsed under
pressure from the \7hite Huns in 550 c.s.
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