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Expansion into India and the Mediterranean 

In the fourth century CE, much of contemporary India’s central and northern 
territory was united under the Gupta Empire, which existed from approximately 
320 to 550.  Founded by Maharaja Sri-Gupta, this period was a time of peace 
and prosperity that historians have since labeled India’s “Golden Age” due to the 
impressive scientific, architectural, technological, and cultural advances it saw.  A 
series of wars in the fifth and sixth century weakened the Gupta Empire, and by 
500 the Huns had overrun a majority of the Empire’s territory.  The collapse of 
the Gupta Empire created a power vacuum in India, and most of the Empire’s 
former territory fractured into a patchwork of small republics or minor monarchical 
states.  In 606, a sixteen-year old boy named Harsha united some of the 
republics and was named king; unfortunately, after ruling for forty-one years, 
Harsha’s death in 647 created another power vacuum, and the kingdom again 
splintered into a series of small republics and monarchies.   

Thus, at approximately the same time as Muhammad was laying the groundwork 
for Islam (610-622), India was fractured and unable to mount a defense against 
the increasingly power Muslim advance.  In 711, Muslim armies under 
Muhammad ibn Qasim retaliated against the west Indian kingdom of Sind for an 
earlier assault on Muslim traders; the kingdom was defeated and added to the 
Umayyad caliphate, though there was no forced conversion and the Muslims 
respected the dominant Hindu faith in exchange for Indian payment of the jizyah, 
or the special tax levied on non-Muslim individuals.  One important consequence 
of early Muslim forays into India was the introduction of Indian scientific and 
cultural achievements to the Muslim world.   

The second wave of Muslim incursions into contemporary India were initiated by 
a Turk named Mahmud of Ghazni.  From his base in Afghanistan, Mahmud 
raided kingdoms along India’s northern border, extending his control over the 
region.  His successor Qutb-ud-din Aybak established a capital at Delhi in 1206, 
creating a dynasty that ruled Northern India through military strength.  
Interestingly, much like Muhammad Qasim’s approach centuries earlier, the 
sultans of Delhi relied on the indigenous Hindu elite to rule the conquered 
territories on a day-to-day basis.  In fact, there was little forced conversion, and it 
appears that many Hindus continued practicing their faith in exchange for paying 
the jizyah.   

 

 


