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APPSC GROUP-I MAINS — STUDY NOTES 

VEDIC AGE & MAHAJANAPADAS 

c. 1500 BCE – c. 600 BCE  |  From Tribes to Territorial States 

Paper II — History, Culture & Geography  |  Day 4 (02 Apr 2026) 

 

SECTION 1: SUMMARISED NOTES 

1.1 Introduction — The Post-IVC Phase 

The Vedic Age (c. 1500–600 BCE) is the formative period of Indian civilization, bridging the gap 

between the decline of the Indus Valley Civilization and the rise of large territorial kingdoms 

(Mahajanapadas). It is reconstructed primarily from the Vedic literature — the Rig Veda, Sama Veda, 

Yajur Veda, Atharva Veda, Brahmanas, Aranyakas, and Upanishads — supplemented by 

archaeological evidence (Painted Grey Ware culture, iron tools, horse remains). The period saw the 

transformation of Indian society from semi-nomadic pastoral tribes to settled agricultural kingdoms, 

laying the foundations of Hinduism, the varna system, political institutions, and philosophical traditions 

that persist today. 

1.2 Early Vedic Period / Rig Vedic Age (c. 1500–1000 BCE) 

1.2.1 Geography & Settlement 

The early Aryans settled in the Sapta Sindhu region (Land of Seven Rivers) — the Indus and its 

tributaries: Sindhu (Indus), Vipash (Beas), Vitasta (Jhelum), Parushni (Ravi), Asikni (Chenab), 

Shutudri (Sutlej), and Saraswati. The Rig Veda makes no mention of the sea, the Ganges (mentioned 

only once in a late hymn), or the Himalayas as a settled region. The geography was limited to present-

day Punjab and parts of eastern Afghanistan. 

1.2.2 Political Organisation 

Society was tribal, not territorial. The largest political unit was the Jana (tribe), not a kingdom with fixed 

boundaries. The tribal chief was called Rajan — he was primarily a protector of cattle and people, 

selected by the tribal assembly, and his position was NOT fully hereditary. Key political assemblies: 

Sabha (council of elders/select members), Samiti (general assembly of the tribe), Vidatha (earliest 

assembly, possibly involved in distribution of spoils), and Gana (the broader tribal group). The Battle 

of Ten Kings (Dasharajna) described in the Rig Veda was fought between the Bharata tribe under King 

Sudas and a confederation of ten tribes on the banks of the Parushni (Ravi) river. Sudas won, 

establishing Bharata dominance. The Purus later merged with the Bharatas to form the Kuru tribe. 

1.2.3 Society 

Society was relatively egalitarian compared to the later period. The varna system existed in embryonic 

form — the Purusha Sukta hymn (Rig Veda X.90) mentions the four varnas (Brahmin, Kshatriya, 

Vaishya, Shudra), but this is a late addition to the Rig Veda and the system was not rigid. Occupation, 

not birth, determined social position. Women held a respectable status: they participated in Sabha and 

Samiti, composed hymns (women poets Apala, Lopamudra, Viswavara, Ghosa), chose their husbands 

(Swayamvara), and could undergo Upanayana (sacred thread ceremony). Child marriage was absent. 
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The family was patriarchal (Grihapati = head of household), and the social unit progressed from Kula 

(family) → Grama (village) → Vish (clan) → Jana (tribe). 

1.2.4 Economy 

Primarily pastoral — cattle were the measure of wealth (the word ‘Godhana’ = cattle wealth; ‘Gavishti’ 

= search for cattle = war). Agriculture existed but was secondary. The Rig Veda mentions ploughing 

(Langala) and irrigation channels. Crops: barley (Yava) was the main crop; rice and wheat are not 

prominently mentioned. Horse was known (Ashva) and highly valued for warfare and rituals. Trade 

was primarily barter; the Nishka (gold ornament) may have served as a unit of exchange. Crafts 

included carpentry, weaving, pottery, and metalwork (copper/bronze, not iron). 

1.2.5 Religion 

Nature worship was predominant. Indra (god of war, thunder, rain — most frequently invoked in Rig 

Veda, ~250 hymns), Agni (fire god — intermediary between gods and humans, ~200 hymns), Varuna 

(guardian of cosmic order/Rta), Soma (ritual drink personified as a deity), Surya (sun), Ushas (dawn), 

Maruts (storm gods). Worship was through yajnas (fire sacrifices) with recitation of hymns. No temples 

or idols. The concept of Rta (cosmic order) was central. Female deities existed but were less prominent 

(Aditi, Ushas, Saraswati). 

1.3 Later Vedic Period (c. 1000–600 BCE) 

1.3.1 Geography & Expansion 

The Aryans expanded eastward into the Ganga-Yamuna Doab and the western Gangetic plain. The 

Kuru-Panchala region (modern Haryana-western UP) became the political and cultural centre. Iron 

technology (Krishna Ayas = black metal, mentioned in later Vedic texts) enabled forest clearing and 

agricultural expansion in the densely forested Gangetic plain. The use of iron ploughs and axes 

transformed the landscape. The Satapatha Brahmana describes the eastward spread of Vedic culture. 

Archaeological correlation: Painted Grey Ware (PGW) culture (c. 1100–500 BCE) in the upper 

Gangetic region. 

1.3.2 Political Changes 

The transition from tribal to territorial polity was the most significant political development. Jana (tribe) 

evolved into Janapada (territory of a tribe) and eventually into Mahajanapada (great territorial state). 

The Rajan became a hereditary king with increasing power, performing elaborate sacrifices to 

legitimise authority: Rajasuya (royal consecration), Ashvamedha (horse sacrifice — a horse was 

released to roam freely for a year; territories it entered had to submit or fight), Vajapeya (chariot race). 

The Sabha and Samiti declined in importance as royal power grew. A rudimentary bureaucracy 

emerged with officers like Purohita (priest), Senani (army chief), Gramani (village head), Bhagadugha 

(tax collector), and Suta (charioteer/chronicler). 

1.3.3 Social Changes 

The varna system became rigid and hereditary. The four varnas solidified: Brahmins (priests/teachers) 

at the top, Kshatriyas (warriors/rulers), Vaishyas (agriculturists/traders), and Shudras 

(labourers/servers). The Aitareya Brahmana describes the Shudra as ‘a servant of another, to be 

removed at will, and to be beaten at will.’ Women’s status declined significantly: they lost the right to 

attend assemblies, were excluded from Upanayana (and therefore from Vedic education), and early 

marriages became common. Gotra (clan lineage) system developed, regulating marriage. The 

Ashrama system (Brahmacharya, Grihastha, Vanaprastha, Sannyasa) was conceptualised. 
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1.3.4 Economy 

Agriculture replaced pastoralism as the primary occupation. Iron ploughs enabled cultivation of the 

hard Gangetic soil. Rice and wheat became important crops alongside barley. Crafts diversified: 

ironsmiths, potters, weavers, jewellers, dyers. Trade expanded: the term Shreshti (wealthy merchant) 

appears. Nishka and Satamana served as units of value. The concept of private land ownership 

emerged (previously, land was communal/tribal). Taxes were levied — Bali (voluntary tribute) became 

Bhaga (king’s share, typically 1/6th of produce). Money-lending (usury) is mentioned. 

1.3.5 Religion & Philosophy 

Rituals became elaborate, complex, and expensive — dominated by Brahmins who monopolised 

religious knowledge. Prajapati (Brahma, the creator) became the supreme deity, replacing Indra. 

Vishnu and Rudra (Shiva) gained importance. The reaction against ritualism produced the Upanishads 

— the philosophical texts that constitute the foundation of Indian philosophy. Key Upanishadic 

concepts: Brahman (ultimate reality), Atman (individual soul), Karma (action and its consequences), 

Moksha (liberation), and the Brahman-Atman identity (Tat Tvam Asi = ‘That art Thou’). The 

Upanishadic revolt against ritualism also paved the way for Buddhism and Jainism in the 6th century 

BCE. 

1.4 Early Vedic vs Later Vedic — Comparison Table 

Feature Early Vedic (1500–1000 BCE) Later Vedic (1000–600 BCE) 

Geography Sapta Sindhu (Punjab, 7 rivers) 
Ganga-Yamuna Doab; Western 
Gangetic plain 

Polity 
Tribal; Rajan = chief (not hereditary); 
Sabha, Samiti strong 

Territorial; Rajan = hereditary king; 
Sabha/Samiti declined; Rajasuya, 
Ashvamedha 

Society 
Flexible varna; women respected; 
women poets; no child marriage 

Rigid varna; women’s status declined; 
excluded from education; Gotra system 

Economy 
Pastoral (cattle = wealth); barley; barter 
trade; no iron 

Agrarian (rice, wheat); iron ploughs; 
taxes (Bhaga = 1/6th); money-lending; 
crafts 

Religion 
Nature worship; Indra, Agni, Varuna 
dominant; simple yajnas; no 
temples/idols 

Ritualism; Prajapati supreme; 
Vishnu/Rudra rise; elaborate sacrifices; 
Upanishadic revolt 

Literature Rig Veda (oldest, hymns to gods) 
Sama, Yajur, Atharva Vedas; 
Brahmanas; Aranyakas; Upanishads 

Iron NOT known 
Known (Krishna Ayas = black metal). 
Enabled Gangetic expansion 

Archaeology Limited archaeological correlation 
Painted Grey Ware (PGW) culture; iron 
tools; horse remains 

1.5 The 16 Mahajanapadas (c. 6th century BCE) 

By the 6th century BCE, the later Vedic tribal societies had transformed into 16 territorial kingdoms or 

republics called Mahajanapadas, as listed in the Buddhist text Anguttara Nikaya. This period marks 
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India’s ‘Second Urbanisation’ (the first being the IVC). Key features: fixed territorial boundaries, capital 

cities with fortifications, standing armies, regular taxation, and use of coinage (punch-marked coins). 

Mahajanapada Capital Location (Modern) Key Feature 

Magadha 
Rajagriha → 
Pataliputra 

Bihar 

Most powerful; rose under 
Bimbisara & Ajatashatru; iron 
resources, fertile Gangetic soil, 
strategic location 

Kosala Shravasti Eastern UP 
Capital of King Prasenajit; 
Buddha’s patron; eventually 
absorbed by Magadha 

Vatsa Kaushambi Allahabad, UP 
King Udayana; important trade 
centre on Yamuna 

Avanti Ujjain / Mahishmati Malwa, MP 
Two divisions — N. Avanti (Ujjain) 
& S. Avanti (Mahishmati); rival of 
Magadha 

Vajji Vaishali North Bihar 

Confederation of 8 clans 
(Lichchhavis prominent); 
REPUBLIC (Gana-Sangha); 
democratic assembly-based 
governance 

Malla Kushinagar / Pava Eastern UP 
Republic; Buddha’s 
Mahaparinirvana at Kushinagar; 
Mahavira’s Nirvana at Pava 

Kashi Varanasi Eastern UP 
Centre of learning; eventually 
conquered by Kosala 

Anga Champa Bhagalpur, Bihar 
Trade centre; conquered by 
Magadha under Bimbisara 

Kuru Indraprastha Delhi-Meerut region 
Associated with Mahabharata; had 
shifted to republican system by 
this period 

Panchala 
Ahichchhatra / 
Kampilya 

Western UP (Bareilly-
Budaun) 

Divided into N. Panchala 
(Ahichchhatra) & S. Panchala 
(Kampilya); republican 

Matsya Viratanagara Jaipur, Rajasthan Later absorbed by Avanti 

Surasena Mathura Western UP 
Centre of Krishna worship; 
important for later Vaishnavism 

Chedi Suktimati Bundelkhand, MP 
Mentioned in Mahabharata; 
between Yamuna and Narmada 

Assaka / 
Ashmaka 

Potali / Potana 
Maharashtra / AP 
(Godavari basin) 

ONLY Mahajanapada south of 
Vindhyas; on Godavari river. 
Significant for AP history — 
earliest state formation in Andhra 
region 
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Mahajanapada Capital Location (Modern) Key Feature 

Gandhara Taxila 
NW Pakistan / 
Afghanistan 

Centre of learning (Taxila 
university); Persian and Greek 
influences 

Kamboja Rajapura 
NW Pakistan / 
Afghanistan 

Famous for horses and cavalry; 
republican system 

1.6 Two Types of Polity — Monarchy vs Republic 

The 16 Mahajanapadas had two distinct political systems: 

• Monarchies (Rajya): Magadha, Kosala, Vatsa, Avanti, Kashi, Anga. Ruled by hereditary 

kings with centralised administration, taxation, and standing armies. Magadha under 

Bimbisara and Ajatashatru became the most powerful, eventually absorbing other 

Mahajanapadas. 

• Republics (Gana-Sangha): Vajji (Lichchhavi confederation), Malla, Kuru, Panchala, 

Kamboja. Governed by assemblies of clan leaders/warriors. The Lichchhavi republic of 

Vaishali is the most famous example — decisions were taken by assemblies, not individual 

rulers. Both Buddha and Mahavira came from republican clans (Shakya and Jnatrika 

respectively). These republics were eventually absorbed by the rising monarchies. 

1.7 Reasons for Magadha’s Rise 

• Strategic Location: Rajagriha (capital) was surrounded by five hills — a natural fortress. 

Location at the confluence of major trade routes (connecting east-west and north-south 

India). 

• Fertile Land: The Gangetic alluvial plains provided agricultural surplus to sustain large 

armies and bureaucracies. 

• Iron Resources: Access to iron ore deposits in the Rajgir Hills and Chotanagpur plateau 

enabled superior weapons and agricultural tools. 

• Strong Rulers: Bimbisara (expansion through matrimonial alliances and conquest of Anga), 

Ajatashatru (defeated Vajji through diplomacy and new weapons like Rathamusala and 

Mahashilakantaka), and later Mahapadma Nanda and Chandragupta Maurya. 

• Elephants: Forests of eastern Bihar and Bengal provided war elephants — a decisive 

military advantage. 

• Second Urbanisation: Emergence of cities like Rajagriha, Pataliputra, Vaishali, and 

Champa — centres of trade, crafts, and administration supported by punch-marked coinage. 
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SECTION 2: KEY DIMENSIONS TO COVER 

Examiner angles. 

1. Early vs Later Vedic Comparison: This is the single most asked question. Master the 

comparison table: polity, society, economy, religion, women’s status, geography, literature. 

2. Vedic Literature: Four Vedas + Brahmanas + Aranyakas + Upanishads. Know which is 

oldest (Rig Veda), which is for music (Sama), rituals (Yajur), magic/medicine (Atharva). 

Upanishads = philosophical revolt against ritualism. 

3. Varna System Evolution: Flexible in Rig Vedic → rigid in Later Vedic. Purusha Sukta (RV 

X.90). Link to later caste system. Examiner may ask: was varna hereditary in Rig Vedic 

times? 

4. Women’s Status: Respectable in Early Vedic (Apala, Lopamudra, Swayamvara, Sabha 

participation) → Declined in Later Vedic (excluded from education, assemblies, sacrifices). 

UPSC Mains 2023 asked about Vedic society features. 

5. 16 Mahajanapadas: List all 16 with capitals. Know which were monarchies vs republics. 

Assaka = only one south of Vindhyas (AP connection!). Anguttara Nikaya is the source text. 

6. Monarchy vs Republic: Magadha (monarchy) vs Vajji (republic). How republics functioned. 

Why monarchies ultimately prevailed. 

7. Magadha’s Rise: Strategic location, iron, fertile soil, elephants, strong rulers (Bimbisara, 

Ajatashatru). This leads into Day 7 (Rise of Magadha) — build foundation here. 

8. Second Urbanisation: Contrast with IVC (first urbanisation). NBPW pottery, punch-marked 

coins, fortified cities, trade guilds. 

9. Upanishadic Philosophy: Brahman, Atman, Karma, Moksha, Tat Tvam Asi. This revolt 

against ritualism paved the way for Buddhism/Jainism (Days 5-6). 

10. AP Connection: Assaka Mahajanapada on Godavari = earliest state formation in Andhra 

region. Capital Potali/Potana possibly in Nandyal district area. 
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SECTION 3: PRELIMS MUST-REMEMBER FACTS 

Crisp factual points. Memorize these. 

1. Vedic Age: c. 1500–600 BCE. Early Vedic (Rig Vedic): 1500–1000 BCE. Later Vedic: 1000–

600 BCE. 

2. Rig Veda: Oldest Veda; 1,028 hymns in 10 Mandalas. Composed in Sapta Sindhu (Punjab). 

Books 2–7 = oldest (Family Books). Book 10 = latest (Purusha Sukta). 

3. Four Vedas: Rig (hymns), Sama (music/chanting), Yajur (rituals/sacrificial formulae), Atharva 

(spells/medicine/magic). 

4. Upanishads: Philosophical texts (end of Vedas = Vedanta). Key concepts: Brahman, Atman, 

Karma, Moksha, Tat Tvam Asi. Major: Brihadaranyaka, Chandogya, Isha, Kena, Katha, 

Mundaka. 

5. Early Vedic polity: Tribal. Rajan = chief (not hereditary). Assemblies: Sabha, Samiti, Vidatha, 

Gana. 

6. Battle of Ten Kings (Dasharajna): Bharata tribe under Sudas vs 10 tribes. On river Parushni 

(Ravi). Sudas won. Led to Kuru tribe formation (Purus + Bharatas). 

7. Early Vedic religion: Indra (~250 hymns, most invoked), Agni (~200), Varuna, Soma. No 

temples/idols. Concept of Rta (cosmic order). 

8. Early Vedic women: Apala, Lopamudra, Viswavara, Ghosa = women poets. Women attended 

Sabha/Samiti. Swayamvara existed. No child marriage. 

9. Later Vedic: Expansion to Ganga-Yamuna Doab. Iron (Krishna Ayas) known. PGW (Painted 

Grey Ware) culture. Agriculture dominant. 

10. Later Vedic polity: Hereditary kingship. Rajasuya (consecration), Ashvamedha (horse 

sacrifice), Vajapeya (chariot race). Sabha/Samiti declined. 

11. Later Vedic society: Rigid varna. Women’s status declined. Ashrama system conceptualised. 

Gotra system developed. 

12. Later Vedic religion: Prajapati supreme. Vishnu and Rudra (Shiva) rose. Ritualism 

dominated. Upanishads = revolt against ritualism. 

13. 16 Mahajanapadas: Listed in Anguttara Nikaya (Buddhist text). 6th century BCE. ‘Second 

Urbanisation.’ 

14. Four most powerful: Magadha (Rajagriha), Kosala (Shravasti), Vatsa (Kaushambi), Avanti 

(Ujjain). Magadha ultimately won. 

15. Republics (Gana-Sangha): Vajji (Vaishali — Lichchhavi confederation), Malla (Kushinagar), 

Kuru, Panchala, Kamboja. 

16. Assaka: ONLY Mahajanapada south of Vindhyas. Capital: Potali/Potana. On river Godavari. 

Significant for AP/Andhra history. 

17. Magadha’s rise: Iron, fertile Gangetic soil, strategic location (Rajagriha — 5 hills), elephants, 

Bimbisara & Ajatashatru. 

18. Bimbisara: Haryanka dynasty. Matrimonial alliances. Conquered Anga. Patron of Buddha. 

Ruled from Rajagriha. 

19. Ajatashatru: Son of Bimbisara. Defeated Vajji republic using Rathamusala (scythed chariot) & 

Mahashilakantaka (catapult). Patron of first Buddhist Council (Rajagriha). 

20. NBPW (Northern Black Polished Ware): Fine luxury pottery of Mahajanapada era. High-

quality; associated with second urbanisation. 
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21. Punch-marked coins: Earliest Indian coins. Silver/copper. Symbols punched (not inscribed). 

Used in Mahajanapada trade. 

22. Taxila (Gandhara): Ancient university. Students from across India. Taught medicine, law, 

military science, Vedas. Persian influence (Darius I invaded Gandhara c. 518 BCE). 
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SECTION 4: MAINS MUST-WRITE POINTS 

Each can form a paragraph. 

1. From Tribes to Territories — India’s Political Revolution: The transformation from tribal 

societies (Jana) to territorial kingdoms (Janapada/Mahajanapada) is the most significant 

political development of the Vedic Age. In the early Vedic period, identity was tribal — you 

belonged to the Bharata or Puru tribe. By the 6th century BCE, identity was territorial — you 

were a citizen of Magadha or Kosala. This shift required: fixed boundaries, permanent 

administration, regular taxation, standing armies, and capital cities. Iron technology was the 

enabler — it allowed forest clearance, agricultural expansion, and weapon production that 

made territorial control possible. 

2. The Varna System — From Flexibility to Rigidity: The Rig Vedic varna system was 

occupational and flexible; the Later Vedic system became birth-based and rigid. This 

transformation is one of the most consequential social developments in Indian history. The 

Purusha Sukta’s cosmic origin myth (society from the body of the Primeval Man) provided 

theological justification for hierarchy. The Brahmins’ monopoly over Vedic knowledge and 

rituals cemented their social dominance. This rigidity would be challenged by Buddhism and 

Jainism in the 6th century BCE — both founders came from the Kshatriya class and rejected 

Brahmanical ritual supremacy. 

3. Women’s Status — A Tragic Decline: The contrast between Early and Later Vedic periods 

is starkest in women’s position. Rig Vedic women composed hymns, participated in 

assemblies, chose husbands, and underwent sacred thread ceremony. Later Vedic women 

were excluded from education, denied assembly access, subjected to early marriage, and 

reduced to domestic roles. This decline — driven by the rigidification of the varna system, 

increased emphasis on patrilineal property, and Brahmanical ritual exclusivity — set the 

pattern for centuries of gender inequality in Indian society. The UPSC Mains 2023 question 

on Vedic society features directly tests this dimension. 

4. The Upanishadic Revolution: The Upanishads (c. 800–500 BCE) represent one of 

humanity’s greatest intellectual achievements. As Later Vedic ritualism became increasingly 

elaborate and exclusive, thinkers in forest hermitages (Aranyakas → Upanishads) asked 

fundamental questions: What is the nature of reality (Brahman)? What is the self (Atman)? 

How does action (Karma) determine destiny? How does one achieve liberation (Moksha)? 

Their answers — that Brahman and Atman are identical (Tat Tvam Asi), that knowledge 

rather than ritual leads to liberation — revolutionised Indian thought and directly influenced 

Buddhism, Jainism, and later Hindu philosophy. 

5. Magadha’s Rise — Geopolitics of Ancient India: Magadha’s emergence as the dominant 

Mahajanapada was not accidental — it was determined by geography, resources, and 

leadership. Its location at the crossroads of trade routes, access to iron ore, fertile Gangetic 

alluvial soil, elephant forests, and the natural fortress of Rajagriha gave it structural 

advantages. Bimbisara’s diplomatic marriages and Ajatashatru’s military innovations (scythed 

chariots, catapults) converted these advantages into imperial power. This geopolitical 

analysis of Magadha’s rise is a model answer framework for Mains. 

6. Republics — India’s Forgotten Democratic Tradition: The Gana-Sanghas (republican 

states) like Vajji, Malla, and Kamboja represent an often-overlooked democratic tradition in 

ancient India. The Lichchhavi confederation of Vajji governed through assemblies where 

decisions were taken by discussion and vote. Both the Buddha (from the Shakya republic) 

and Mahavira (from the Jnatrika clan) emerged from this tradition. The republics’ eventual 

https://t.me/IASWithDrRavi


 
APPSC GROUP-I MAINS  |  Day 4 Paper II — Vedic Age & Mahajanapadas 

IAS with Dr Ravi Page 10 

https://t.me/IASWithDrRavi   https://www.instagram.com/iaswithdrravi 

absorption by monarchies reflects a universal pattern — centralised power defeats collective 

governance in conditions of military competition — but the republican ideal influenced 

Buddhist Sangha organisation and later Panchayati Raj concepts. 

7. Assaka — The Andhra Connection: Assaka (or Ashmaka), the only Mahajanapada south 

of the Vindhyas, was located in the Godavari basin in present-day Maharashtra/AP. Its 

capital Potali (or Potana) is variously identified with sites in Nandyal or Paithan area. Assaka 

represents the earliest documented state formation in the Andhra region, predating the 

Satavahanas by several centuries. For AP students, this links the national narrative of 

Mahajanapadas directly to local history and demonstrates that the Deccan was part of the 

broader Indian political development from the 6th century BCE onwards. 

8. Second Urbanisation — From Villages to Cities: The Mahajanapada era marks India’s 

‘Second Urbanisation’ (the IVC being the first). Cities like Rajagriha, Vaishali, Kaushambi, 

Varanasi, and Taxila emerged as centres of administration, trade, and crafts. This 

urbanisation was driven by agricultural surplus (iron-plough farming), trade networks (punch-

marked coins facilitated commerce), and political centralisation (kings needed capital cities to 

project authority). The Northern Black Polished Ware (NBPW) pottery and the emergence of 

trade guilds (Sreni) mark this urban transformation archaeologically and economically. 

  

https://t.me/IASWithDrRavi


 
APPSC GROUP-I MAINS  |  Day 4 Paper II — Vedic Age & Mahajanapadas 

IAS with Dr Ravi Page 11 

https://t.me/IASWithDrRavi   https://www.instagram.com/iaswithdrravi 

SECTION 5: VALUE ADDITION 

4 topic-specific dimensions for Vedic Age & Mahajanapadas. 

🧩 Interlinkages 

• IVC → Vedic Transition: The relationship between IVC decline and Vedic emergence is 

debated. Rakhigarhi DNA (2019) shows genetic continuity — no mass migration replaced 

IVC population. Elements like fire worship (Kalibangan altars → Vedic yajnas), pipal 

reverence, and Mother Goddess worship suggest cultural continuity alongside new Vedic 

elements (horse, Sanskrit, iron). 

• Vedic → Buddhism/Jainism: The rigidity of Later Vedic varna system and ritualism directly 

caused the rise of Buddhism and Jainism (Day 5-6 topics). Upanishadic philosophy was the 

intellectual bridge — questioning rituals led to Sramana movements. 

• Mahajanapadas → Mauryan Empire: Magadha’s dominance among the 16 Mahajanapadas 

culminated in the Nanda dynasty and then Chandragupta Maurya’s establishment of India’s 

first pan-Indian empire (Day 8 topic). The administrative infrastructure of Mahajanapadas 

was the foundation. 

• Republics → Panchayati Raj: The Gana-Sangha tradition (Vajji, Malla) is invoked in 

modern India’s Panchayati Raj system (73rd Amendment 1992). The Constitutional ideal of 

local self-governance has ancient roots in these republican experiments. 

• Vedic Literature → Hindu Philosophy: The six Darshanas (Nyaya, Vaisheshika, Samkhya, 

Yoga, Mimamsa, Vedanta) all trace their roots to Vedic/Upanishadic thought. The Bhagavad 

Gita synthesises Upanishadic philosophy with Vedic duty (Karma Yoga). 

📚 Current Affairs Linkages 

• Aryan Migration Debate (ongoing): The question of whether Aryans migrated into India or 

were indigenous remains politically charged. Rakhigarhi DNA study (2019, Vasant Shinde) 

found no Central Asian/Steppe ancestry in IVC people. However, ancient DNA from Central 

Asian sites shows genetic markers associated with Indo-European speakers moving into 

South Asia. The scientific consensus supports migration (not invasion), but the debate 

continues in academic and public discourse. 

• Saraswati River Discovery: ISRO satellite imagery and geological studies have traced the 

paleo-channel of the Ghaggar-Hakra as the possible Vedic Saraswati. The government’s 

Saraswati Heritage Project seeks to revive this river. Relevant to understanding Vedic 

geography and IVC-Vedic continuity. 

• NCERT Textbook Revisions: Recent NCERT revisions have modified content on Aryan 

migration, renaming ‘Aryan invasion’ to ‘Aryan migration’ and emphasising indigenous 

development. This reflects the evolving historiography — important for how APPSC frames 

questions. 

• Sanskrit Revival Initiatives: Government promotion of Sanskrit (Sanskrit universities, 

NCERT Sanskrit modules, UNESCO recognition of Sanskrit as heritage language) connects 

to Vedic cultural legacy. Sanskrit’s status as a classical language (declared 2005) has 

political and cultural dimensions. 

🌱 Lessons from the Vedic-Mahajanapada Period 
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• Social Mobility vs Rigidity: The transition from flexible varna (Early Vedic) to rigid caste 

(Later Vedic) offers a historical lesson: social stratification, once institutionalised, becomes 

self-perpetuating. India’s reservation system (Art. 15(4), 16(4)) is a constitutional response to 

the social rigidity that originated in this period. 

• Democratic Tradition: The Gana-Sangha republics demonstrate that democracy is not a 

Western import — India had functional representative governance 2,500 years before 

modern democracy. This strengthens the argument for grassroots democracy (Panchayati 

Raj). 

• Women’s Empowerment: The decline from Rig Vedic gender equality to Later Vedic 

patriarchy shows that women’s rights are not automatically progressive — they can regress 

without conscious effort. Modern initiatives (Women’s Reservation Bill, Beti Bachao Beti 

Padhao) are correcting a 3,000-year trajectory. 

• Philosophical Heritage: The Upanishadic tradition of questioning, debate, and rational 

inquiry is directly relevant to Article 51A(h) (duty to develop scientific temper) and India’s 

aspiration to be a knowledge economy. The spirit of inquiry that produced the Upanishads 

should inform modern education policy (NEP 2020). 
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SECTION 6: QUICK REVISION BOX 

Last-minute glance. 

 

▶ Vedic Age: 1500–600 BCE; Early: 1500–1000 ▶ Sapta Sindhu = 7 rivers (Punjab); no sea 
mention 

▶ Rig Veda: Oldest; 1028 hymns; 10 Mandalas ▶ Indra most invoked (~250); Agni ~200; 
Varuna = Rta 

▶ Rajan = chief (not hereditary); Sabha, Samiti ▶ Battle of 10 Kings: Sudas (Bharata) won on 
Parushni 

▶ Women: Apala, Lopamudra = poets; 
Swayamvara 

▶ Economy: Pastoral; Godhana = cattle 
wealth; Barley 

▶ Later Vedic: Ganga-Yamuna Doab; Iron 
(Krishna Ayas) 

▶ PGW culture = archaeological marker 

▶ King hereditary; Rajasuya, Ashvamedha, 
Vajapeya 

▶ Varna rigid; women declined; Ashrama 
system 

▶ Prajapati supreme; Upanishads = revolt vs 
rituals 

▶ Brahman, Atman, Karma, Moksha, Tat Tvam 
Asi 

▶ 16 Mahajanapadas: Anguttara Nikaya 
(Buddhist) 

▶ Magadha strongest: Rajagriha; iron, soil, 
elephants 

▶ Republics: Vajji (Vaishali), Malla, Kuru, 
Panchala 

▶ Assaka = ONLY south of Vindhyas; 
Godavari; AP link 

▶ Bimbisara: Haryanka; marriages; conquered 
Anga 

▶ NBPW + punch-marked coins = 2nd 
Urbanisation 

 

SECTION 7: RECOMMENDED SOURCES 

Refer to these. 

 

Source What to Read Why 

NCERT Class VI — Our 
Pasts I 

Vedic life, kingdoms, republics Foundation-level coverage of 
Vedic society and 
Mahajanapadas 

NCERT Class XII — 
Themes in Indian History 

Kings, Farmers and Towns Mahajanapada-Maurya 
transition; second urbanisation 

R.S. Sharma — India’s 
Ancient Past 

Vedic Age, Later Vedic, 
Mahajanapadas 

Most exam-oriented coverage 
with comparison tables 

Upinder Singh — Ancient 
& Early Medieval India 

Vedic civilisation, state formation Academic depth; archaeological 
correlation 
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Source What to Read Why 

Romila Thapar — Early 
India 

Chapters on state formation and 
urbanisation 

Nuanced analysis of tribal-to-
territorial transition 

NCERT Class XI — Indian 
Constitution at Work 

For Gana-Sangha → Panchayati 
Raj linkage 

Modern democratic parallels to 
ancient republics 
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