
Introduction to Early Medieval India

After the decline of the Gupta Empire around 600 CE, India entered a period often called
early medieval or post-classical. This era, spanning roughly from the 6th to the 10th
centuries, was marked by the rise of many regional kingdoms rather than a single
dominant empire. Despite political fragmentation, the subcontinent was vibrant with
cultural, religious, and economic activity. Key kingdoms included the Pushyabhutis, Palas,
Gurjara-Pratiharas, Rashtrakutas, Pallavas, Chalukyas, and Cholas, each contributing
uniquely to India’s history.

Exam Questions

Q: What characterizes the early medieval period in India?
A: It is characterized by the decline of large empires like the Guptas and the rise of
multiple regional kingdoms with diverse cultural and political developments.

Solved Example
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Q: Name three major dynasties that ruled India during the 6th to 10th centuries.
A: The Palas, Gurjara-Pratiharas, and Rashtrakutas were three major dynasties during this
period.

Major Dynasties and Political Struggles

This period saw the emergence of powerful dynasties competing for control over northern
and peninsular India. The Tripartite Struggle was a prolonged conflict among the Palas of
Bengal, the Gurjara-Pratiharas of western India, and the Rashtrakutas of the Deccan over
the control of Kannauj, a strategically important city. The Chalukyas and Pallavas were
dominant in the Deccan and southern India, while the Cholas rose to prominence in the
south by the 9th century.

Exam Questions

Q: What was the Tripartite Struggle?
A: It was a conflict among the Palas, Gurjara-Pratiharas, and Rashtrakutas for control over
Kannauj in northern India.

Q: Which dynasty was known for its rock-cut temples at Mamallapuram?
A: The Pallava dynasty was known for rock-cut temples at Mamallapuram.

Solved Example

Q: Which dynasty defeated Pulakeshin II and sent a naval expedition to Sri Lanka?
A: The Pallavas defeated Pulakeshin II and sent a naval expedition to Sri Lanka.

Cultural and Religious Developments

During this era, India witnessed a rich cultural and religious diversity. Hinduism, Buddhism,
and Jainism flourished with royal patronage. The Bhakti movement began in South India,



promoting personal devotion to deities and transcending social divisions. Major
universities like Vikramaśhilā and Nālandā attracted scholars from across Asia. Temple
architecture and sculpture reached new heights, exemplified by the Shore Temple and
Kailashanātha temple. Literature in Sanskrit and regional languages prospered, with poets
like Bāṇabhaṭṭa and saints from the Bhakti tradition.

Exam Questions

Q: What was the Bhakti movement?
A: A devotional movement emphasizing personal devotion to a deity, spreading across
India and cutting across social divisions.

Q: Name two important universities during this period.
A: Vikramaśhilā and Nālandā.

Solved Example

Q: What is significant about the Shore Temple at Mamallapuram?
A: It is one of the earliest examples of Dravidian architecture, built by the Pallavas, located
by the sea, and features layered towers and sculptures.

Political Administration and Economy

The period was marked by decentralization with kings ruling core areas and governing
other regions through subordinate rulers called sāmantas. Territories were divided into
provinces, districts, and villages with local officials. The land grant system expanded,
creating new landholding classes. Agriculture grew with irrigation projects, and trade
flourished both locally and internationally through ports on the east and west coasts.
Urban centers remained important hubs of commerce, culture, and religion.

Exam Questions



Q: What role did sāmantas play in administration?
A: They were subordinate rulers or vassals who managed local administration and led
armies.

Q: How did trade contribute to the economy?
A: Trade connected local economies to distant markets, fostering urban growth and
cultural exchange.

Solved Example

Q: What was the significance of land grants during this period?
A: Land grants expanded agriculture, created new landholding classes, and supported
religious and charitable activities.

Social Structure and Life

Indian society became more complex with the multiplication of jatis (communities) often
based on occupation or region. The varna-jati system was flexible and varied regionally.
Discrimination against some groups existed, but economic interdependence was
common. Women participated in various economic and social roles. Several queens ruled
during this period, demonstrating women’s political influence. The Bhakti movement
promoted social inclusivity by transcending caste and gender barriers.

Exam Questions

Q: How was the varna-jati system during this period?
A: It was flexible and varied across regions, with many new jatis based on occupation or
region.

Q: Name a notable female ruler from this period.
A: Tribhuvana Mahadevi I of the Bhauma-Kara dynasty.



Solved Example

Q: What social impact did the Bhakti movement have?
A: It promoted devotion accessible to all, cutting across caste and gender divisions.

Science, Mathematics, and Astronomy

This period saw significant advances in mathematics and astronomy. Brahmagupta
introduced rules for zero, negative numbers, and fractions, laying foundations for algebra.
Bhaskara I and Virahanka contributed to trigonometry and number sequences. Scholars
refined astronomical calculations for predicting planetary positions and eclipses. These
works influenced later Islamic and European science.

Exam Questions

Q: Who introduced the rules of arithmetic operations with zero?
A: Brahmagupta.

Q: What is the Virahanka-Fibonacci sequence?
A: A number sequence first established by Virahanka, important in mathematics.

Solved Example

Q: How did Indian mathematics influence other cultures?
A: Indian mathematical texts were translated into Arabic and Latin, spreading concepts
like zero and decimal numerals.

Foreign Invasions and Interactions



India faced invasions from the Hunas and Arabs during this period. The Hunas, nomadic
Central Asian warriors, weakened the Gupta Empire but were eventually defeated and
assimilated. Arab forces conducted naval raids and conquered Sindh under Muhammad
bin Qasim, but their territorial control remained limited. Indian rulers resisted invasions
fiercely, often forming alliances. Despite conflicts, cultural and trade exchanges flourished,
with Indian numerals and scientific knowledge transmitted to the Arab world.

Exam Questions

Q: Who were the Hunas and what was their impact?
A: Nomadic Central Asian invaders who weakened the Gupta Empire but were defeated
and assimilated into Indian society.

Q: What was the extent of Arab conquest in India?
A: Arabs conquered Sindh but had limited political and religious impact beyond that
region.

Solved Example

Q: How did Indian culture influence the Arab world?
A: Indian mathematical and scientific texts were translated into Arabic, and the decimal
numeral system was adopted.

Summary and Conclusion

The 6th to 10th centuries in India were a time of political fragmentation but cultural
richness. Regional kingdoms rose and fell, often competing for power but also fostering
art, literature, religion, and science. The Bhakti movement and religious pluralism shaped
social life. Advances in mathematics and astronomy had lasting global influence. Despite
foreign invasions, India showed resilience and cultural continuity. This period laid
foundations for later medieval Indian history.

Practice Set



Easy

Who was Harṣhavardhana and what was his capital?
Name two important dynasties in South India during this period.

Moderate

Explain the significance of the Tripartite Struggle.
Describe the contributions of the Pala dynasty to education and religion.

Challenging

Discuss the impact of foreign invasions on Indian society and polity during the 6th to
10th centuries.
Analyze the role of the Bhakti movement in transforming Indian social and religious
life.

Answer Key

Harṣhavardhana was a ruler of the Pushyabhuti dynasty with his capital at Kannauj.
The Pallavas and Cholas were important South Indian dynasties.
The Tripartite Struggle was a conflict among the Palas, Gurjara-Pratiharas, and
Rashtrakutas for control of Kannauj.
The Pala dynasty patronized Mahayana Buddhism and founded universities like
Vikramaśhilā and Somapura.
Foreign invasions weakened some empires but also led to cultural assimilation and
resistance; Arab conquests were limited to Sindh.
The Bhakti movement promoted personal devotion accessible to all, cutting across
caste and gender, reshaping religious practices.

Quick Reference



Kannauj: Important city contested during the Tripartite Struggle.
Bhakti Movement: Devotional movement emphasizing personal relationship with the
divine.
Vikramaśhilā: Major Buddhist university founded by the Pala dynasty.
Sāmantas: Subordinate rulers or vassals in the political system.
Harṣhavardhana: King of the Pushyabhuti dynasty, ruled from Kannauj.
Shore Temple: Early Dravidian temple built by the Pallavas at Mamallapuram.
Brahmagupta: Mathematician who introduced rules for zero and negative numbers.
Hunas: Central Asian nomads who invaded India in the 5th-6th centuries.
Arab Conquest of Sindh: Led by Muhammad bin Qasim in early 8th century.

Glossary

Tripartite Struggle
A prolonged conflict among three dynasties for control of Kannauj.

Sāmanta
A vassal or subordinate ruler who governed parts of a kingdom.

Bhakti
Devotion to a personal god, emphasizing love and surrender.

Monolithic
Made from a single piece of stone or rock.

Idol
A worshipped image or representation of a deity.

Infidel
A term used by medieval Muslims to refer to non-Muslims.

Vimana
The tower above the sanctum of a Hindu temple.

Jati
A social group or community often based on occupation or region.

Varna
The four broad social classes in traditional Hindu society.

Decimal Numeral System
A number system based on ten digits including zero.

Timeline of Important Events (6th to 10th Century)

Year Event Significance



606 CE
Harṣhavardhana begins rule at
Kannauj

Expansion of Pushyabhuti dynasty
and cultural patronage

630-644
CE

Xuanzang visits India
Provides detailed accounts of
politics, culture, and religion

750 CE Gopāla founds Pala dynasty
Restores stability in Bengal and
promotes Buddhism

8th-9th
Century

Tripartite Struggle among Palas,
Gurjara-Pratiharas, Rashtrakutas

Political rivalry over control of
Kannauj

9th
Century

Rise of Chola dynasty in South India
Establishment of a powerful empire
with cultural achievements

712 CE
Arab conquest of Sindh under
Muhammad bin Qasim

First significant Muslim territorial
control in India

Late 8th
Century

Founding of Vikramaśhilā University Major center of Buddhist learning


