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APPSC GROUP-I MAINS — STUDY NOTES 

RISE OF MAGADHA 

Haryanka • Shishunaga • Nanda • Geopolitics • Second Urbanisation 

Paper II — History, Culture & Geography  |  Day 7 (06 Apr 2026) 

 

SECTION 1: SUMMARISED NOTES 

1.1 Why Magadha? — Geopolitical Advantages 

Among the 16 Mahajanapadas (Day 4 topic), Magadha emerged as the most powerful, eventually 

absorbing all rivals and laying the foundation for India’s first pan-Indian empire (Mauryas). Magadha’s 

rise was not accidental — it was determined by a convergence of geographical, economic, military, 

and leadership factors: 

• Strategic Location: Rajagriha (first capital) was surrounded by 5 hills (Vaibhara, Ratnagiri, 

Vipula, Udayagiri, Sona) forming a natural fortress. Located at the junction of major trade 

routes connecting eastern and western India. 

• Fertile Gangetic Alluvial Soil: The middle and lower Gangetic plain provided agricultural 

surplus capable of sustaining a large army, bureaucracy, and urban population. 

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

plateau. Iron enabled superior weapons (arrows, swords, axes) and agricultural tools 

(ploughs for clearing dense Gangetic forests). 

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

decisive military advantage that other Mahajanapadas lacked. Elephants were the tanks of 

ancient warfare. 

• Rivers: The Ganga, Son, and Gandak rivers provided water for agriculture, trade routes for 

commerce (river-based trade was cheaper than overland), and natural defence. 

• Strong Rulers: A succession of ambitious, ruthless, and capable rulers — from Bimbisara 

(Haryanka) to Mahapadma Nanda — consistently expanded Magadha’s territory and power. 

1.2 The Dynasties of Magadha 

1.2.1 Haryanka Dynasty (c. 544–412 BCE) 

Founded by Bimbisara (also called Shrenika in Jain texts). He was the first historically significant ruler 

of Magadha. 

• Bimbisara (c. 544–492 BCE): Expansionist through both conquest and diplomacy. 

Conquered Anga (capital Champa) — gained access to trade and ports on the eastern 

seaboard. Married strategically: Kosala Devi (Kosala princess — brought Kashi as dowry), 

Chellana (Lichchhavi princess of Vaishali), and a Madra princess (Punjab). Contemporary 

and patron of both Gautama Buddha and Mahavira. Established efficient administration with 

a village-level system. Capital: Rajagriha (Girivraja). 

• Ajatashatru (c. 492–460 BCE): Son of Bimbisara. Imprisoned and killed his own father 

(according to Buddhist and Jain texts). Aggressive expansionist. Fought a 16-year war 

against the Vajji confederation — employed new military technology: Rathamusala (scythed 
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chariot) and Mahashilakantaka (catapult/stone-hurling machine). Defeated Vajji through a 

combination of military force and diplomatic sabotage (Vassakara, his minister, sowed 

discord among Vajji clans). Fought against Kosala (King Prasenajit, then his successor). 

Patron of the First Buddhist Council at Rajagriha (Saptaparni Cave, 483 BCE). Built the fort 

of Pataliputra at the confluence of Ganga and Son — which later became the Mauryan 

capital. 

• Udayin (c. 460–444 BCE): Son of Ajatashatru. Shifted capital from Rajagriha to Pataliputra 

(modern Patna). The new capital’s strategic location at the Ganga-Son confluence gave it 

both commercial and military advantages. Founded Pataliputra as the seat of Indian imperial 

power — it remained the capital for nearly 1,000 years (through Shishunagas, Nandas, 

Mauryas, Guptas). 

Later Haryanka rulers (Anuruddha, Munda, Nagadasaka) were weak. Dynasty ended when the last 

ruler was overthrown by Shishunaga (people elected him, according to Buddhist texts). 

1.2.2 Shishunaga Dynasty (c. 412–344 BCE) 

• Shishunaga: Destroyed the Avanti (Ujjain) dynasty, ending Avanti’s rivalry with Magadha. 

This made Magadha the undisputed power in North India. Also conquered Vatsa 

(Kaushambi). 

• Kalashoka (Kakavarna): Shifted capital temporarily to Vaishali. Presided over the Second 

Buddhist Council at Vaishali (383 BCE). Assassinated by Mahapadma Nanda. 

1.2.3 Nanda Dynasty (c. 344–322 BCE) 

The Nandas represent the peak of pre-Mauryan power. Founded by Mahapadma Nanda, described 

as the ‘destroyer of all the Kshatriya dynasties’ (Ekrat) and the first Shudra king to rule Magadha 

(according to Puranas). He created the largest empire in India before the Mauryas, extending from 

Bihar to the Deccan and from Punjab to Kalinga. 

• Mahapadma Nanda: Called ‘Ugrasena’ (terrifying army). Conquered Kalinga, Kuru, 

Panchala, Kashi, and parts of South India (early Deccan). Created a vast standing army: 

200,000 infantry, 20,000 cavalry, 2,000 chariots, 3,000 elephants (according to Greek 

accounts). Built an extensive irrigation network and efficient revenue system. 

• Dhanananda: The last Nanda. Known for immense wealth but unpopular due to heavy 

taxation and oppressive rule. His unpopularity created the opportunity for Chandragupta 

Maurya (with Chanakya’s guidance) to overthrow him in c. 322 BCE. Alexander the Great, 

informed of Nanda military strength, decided not to advance beyond the Beas river (326 

BCE) — a testament to the Nandas’ feared power. 

1.3 Magadha’s Rise — Key Developments 

1.3.1 Second Urbanisation 

Magadha’s rise coincided with India’s ‘Second Urbanisation’ (the IVC being the first). Cities like 

Rajagriha, Pataliputra, Vaishali, Kaushambi, Varanasi, Champa, and Taxila emerged as centres of 

administration, trade, and culture. Urban features: fortified walls, planned streets, markets, craft 

specialisation, and public buildings. Archaeological markers: Northern Black Polished Ware (NBPW 

— high-quality luxury pottery), punch-marked silver and copper coins, iron tools, and terracotta 

figurines. 

1.3.2 Economic Foundations 
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• Agriculture: Iron plough farming on fertile Gangetic alluvium produced surplus grain. State-

controlled land (Sita) + taxed private land (Bhaga). The agricultural revolution supported 

urban growth and military expansion. 

• Trade: Both internal (via Gangetic trade routes, connecting Taxila to Tamralipti) and external 

(Indo-Greek trade, maritime contact with SE Asia). Trade guilds (Srenis) became powerful. 

Currency: punch-marked coins (silver/copper, with symbols like trees, hills, animals). 

• Crafts: Specialised artisan classes: ironsmiths, weavers, potters, jewellers, carpenters. 

NBPW production indicates luxury craft specialisation. 

• Revenue: Systematic taxation: Bhaga (king’s share, 1/6th of produce), Bali (tribute), Shulka 

(trade tax/customs), Kara (artisan tax). The Nandas were notorious for extracting heavy 

taxes to maintain their vast army. 

1.3.3 New Religious Ideas 

Magadha’s rise coincided with the emergence of Buddhism and Jainism (Day 5 topic). Both Gautama 

Buddha and Vardhamana Mahavira were contemporaries of Bimbisara and Ajatashatru and spent 

significant time in Magadha. The Sramana traditions’ rejection of caste hierarchy and expensive Vedic 

rituals aligned with the interests of Magadha’s rising merchant class (Vaishyas) and the non-

Brahmanical ruling class. Buddhism’s promotion of non-violence reduced the cost of sacrificial rituals 

and was compatible with the trade-based economy. 

1.4 The Decline of Republics 

Ajatashatru’s victory over the Vajji confederation (after a 16-year war) was a turning point — it 

demonstrated that centralised monarchies with professional armies could defeat republican 

confederations relying on collective decision-making. The Vajji republic fell because Ajatashatru’s 

minister Vassakara exploited internal divisions. One by one, the republican Mahajanapadas (Malla, 

Kuru, Panchala, Kamboja) were absorbed by expanding monarchies. By the Nanda period, 

monarchical rule dominated North India. 
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SECTION 2: KEY DIMENSIONS TO COVER 

Examiner angles. 

1. Geographical Factors: Fertile soil, iron, elephants, rivers, strategic location (Rajagriha hills), 

trade routes. This is the MODEL for geopolitical analysis questions. 

2. Haryanka Dynasty: Bimbisara (diplomacy, marriages, Anga), Ajatashatru (parricide, 

defeated Vajji, Rathamusala, First Buddhist Council), Udayin (founded Pataliputra). 

3. Shishunaga Dynasty: Destroyed Avanti rivalry. Kalashoka = Second Buddhist Council at 

Vaishali (383 BCE). 

4. Nanda Dynasty: Mahapadma Nanda = first Shudra king; Ekrat; vast army. Dhanananda = 

unpopular; Alexander deterred; overthrown by Chandragupta. 

5. Second Urbanisation: NBPW, punch-marked coins, fortified cities, craft specialisation, trade 

guilds (Sreni). Contrast with IVC (first urbanisation). 

6. Republics’ Decline: Vajji’s fall (Ajatashatru + Vassakara’s diplomacy). Monarchies prevailed 

due to centralised armies and resources. 

7. Religion & Polity: Buddhism/Jainism aligned with merchant class and non-Brahmanical 

rulers. Royal patronage (Bimbisara, Ajatashatru = Buddhist patrons). 

8. Continuity to Maurya: Nanda → Chandragupta Maurya. Magadha’s infrastructure 

(Pataliputra, army, administration, revenue) was inherited by Mauryas. 
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SECTION 3: PRELIMS MUST-REMEMBER FACTS 

Crisp factual points. 

1. Magadha location: Southern Bihar. First capital: Rajagriha (Girivraja, 5 hills). Later capital: 

Pataliputra (Udayin shifted). 

2. Advantages: Fertile Gangetic soil, iron ore (Rajgir/Chotanagpur), elephant forests 

(Bihar/Bengal), rivers (Ganga, Son), strategic location. 

3. Haryanka Dynasty: c. 544–412 BCE. Founder: Bimbisara. Capital: Rajagriha. 

4. Bimbisara: Conquered Anga (Champa). 3 marriages (Kosala Devi—Kashi dowry; Chellana—

Lichchhavi; Madra princess). Patron of Buddha + Mahavira. Also called Shrenika. 

5. Ajatashatru: Son of Bimbisara (imprisoned/killed father). 16-year war vs Vajji. New weapons: 

Rathamusala (scythed chariot) + Mahashilakantaka (catapult). Vassakara = minister who 

split Vajji. 

6. First Buddhist Council: 483 BCE, Rajagriha (Saptaparni Cave), under Ajatashatru. Presided 

by Mahakassapa. Compiled Sutta + Vinaya Pitaka. 

7. Udayin: Son of Ajatashatru. Founded/shifted to Pataliputra at Ganga-Son confluence. Capital 

for ~1,000 years thereafter. 

8. Shishunaga Dynasty: c. 412–344 BCE. Shishunaga destroyed Avanti (Ujjain). Ended Avanti 

rivalry. 

9. Kalashoka (Shishunaga): Second Buddhist Council at Vaishali (383 BCE). Split: 

Sthaviravadins vs Mahasanghikas. Assassinated by Mahapadma Nanda. 

10. Nanda Dynasty: c. 344–322 BCE. Mahapadma Nanda = ‘Ekrat’ (sole sovereign). First 

Shudra king (Puranas). ‘Ugrasena’ = terrifying army. Largest pre-Mauryan empire. 

11. Nanda Army: 200,000 infantry, 20,000 cavalry, 2,000 chariots, 3,000 elephants (Greek 

accounts). Alexander deterred at Beas (326 BCE) by reports of Nanda strength. 

12. Dhanananda: Last Nanda. Immense wealth. Heavy taxation. Unpopular. Overthrown by 

Chandragupta + Chanakya (322 BCE). 

13. Second Urbanisation: NBPW pottery, punch-marked coins, fortified cities, trade guilds 

(Sreni), iron tools. Distinct from IVC (first urbanisation). 

14. Punch-marked coins: India’s earliest coins. Silver + copper. Symbols punched (not 

inscribed). Used in Mahajanapada/Magadha trade. 

15. Revenue: Bhaga (1/6th produce), Bali (tribute), Shulka (customs), Kara (artisan tax). Nandas’ 

heavy taxation funded vast army. 

16. Vassakara: Ajatashatru’s minister. Infiltrated Vajji confederation. Sowed discord. Led to 

Vajji’s defeat — diplomacy + intelligence as state tools. 

17. Pataliputra: Founded by Udayin. At Ganga-Son confluence. Capital of Haryanka, 

Shishunaga, Nanda, Maurya, and Gupta dynasties. Modern Patna. 
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SECTION 4: MAINS MUST-WRITE POINTS 

Each can form a paragraph. 

1. Geopolitics of Ancient India — Why Magadha Won: Magadha’s rise illustrates how 

geography shapes political power. Fertile Gangetic alluvium provided the agricultural surplus 

to feed armies and cities. Iron ore deposits in the Rajgir Hills enabled superior weapons and 

ploughs. Elephant forests gave a military edge no rival could match. Rivers served as trade 

highways and natural defences. The natural fortress of Rajagriha (5 hills) protected the 

capital. This convergence of factors — soil, metal, animals, rivers, and terrain — created a 

geopolitical advantage that successive Magadhan dynasties exploited. Modern geopolitical 

analysis of states often uses similar frameworks (resources, location, trade access, natural 

defences) — Magadha is the ancient Indian case study. 

2. Bimbisara — The Diplomat-King: Bimbisara’s genius was understanding that an empire is 

built through both sword and alliance. His three strategic marriages — to Kosala, Lichchhavi, 

and Madra princesses — secured peace on three frontiers while he conquered Anga on the 

fourth. This combination of matrimonial diplomacy and selective aggression became the 

Magadhan template. His patronage of both Buddhism and Jainism shows political 

pragmatism: aligning with the new religious movements that challenged Brahmanical 

orthodoxy gained him support among merchants and the rising middle class. 

3. Ajatashatru — Technology and Statecraft: Ajatashatru’s defeat of the Vajji confederation 

demonstrated that centralised monarchies could defeat democratic republics through a 

combination of military technology (Rathamusala, Mahashilakantaka) and intelligence 

operations (Vassakara’s infiltration). The 16-year war showed that ancient Indian warfare 

was not merely physical — it involved diplomacy, espionage, and psychological operations. 

Ajatashatru’s founding of the Pataliputra fort showed strategic foresight — choosing a site at 

the Ganga-Son confluence that would serve as India’s imperial capital for a millennium. 

4. The Nandas — India’s First Imperial Power: Mahapadma Nanda’s achievement is often 

understated because the Mauryas followed. But the Nandas created the first truly 

subcontinental empire: extending from Punjab to Kalinga, from the Himalayas to the Deccan. 

The vast standing army (200,000 infantry) was so fearsome that Alexander’s battle-hardened 

Macedonians refused to cross the Beas. The Nandas’ low-caste origin (Shudra/barber 

dynasty) challenged the Kshatriya monopoly on kingship — demonstrating that military 

power, not birth, determined political authority. Their efficient taxation system (later inherited 

by the Mauryas) created the fiscal base for empire. 

5. Second Urbanisation — Cities as Power Centres: Magadha’s rise was inseparable from 

the Second Urbanisation. Cities like Pataliputra, Rajagriha, Vaishali, and Champa were not 

just administrative centres — they were engines of economic growth. Trade guilds (Srenis) 

organised production and commerce. Punch-marked coins facilitated trade across the 

subcontinent. NBPW pottery indicates luxury consumption and long-distance exchange. The 

emergence of a prosperous mercantile class (Setthis/Shreshtis) provided tax revenue and 

political support for Magadhan kings. This urban-commercial nexus was what distinguished 

Magadha from other Mahajanapadas. 

6. Fall of Republics — Democracy’s Ancient Defeat: The Vajji confederation’s defeat by 

Ajatashatru represents the ancient world’s paradigmatic case of monarchy defeating 

democracy. The Vajji republic had collective decision-making, elected leaders, and 

assembly-based governance. But it was vulnerable to internal division — which Vassakara 
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exploited. Centralised monarchies could marshal resources faster, maintain permanent 

armies, and pursue long-term strategies that collective leadership struggled to match. This 

pattern — disciplined centralised states defeating loose confederations — repeated 

throughout Indian and world history. The Gana-Sangha republican ideal survived in Buddhist 

Sangha organisation but not in Indian political structures until modern Panchayati Raj. 
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SECTION 5: VALUE ADDITION 

4 topic-specific dimensions for Rise of Magadha. 

🧩 Interlinkages 

• Mahajanapadas (Day 4) → Magadha: The 16 Mahajanapadas set the stage. Magadha was 

one of the four most powerful (with Kosala, Vatsa, Avanti). Bimbisara’s systematic 

conquest/alliance strategy eliminated rivals. 

• Jainism & Buddhism (Day 5) → Magadha: Both founders were Magadha contemporaries. 

Royal patronage legitimised the new religions while undermining Brahmanical orthodoxy. 

Buddhism’s spread along trade routes paralleled Magadha’s commercial expansion. 

• Magadha → Maurya (Day 6): Chandragupta inherited Magadha’s infrastructure: Pataliputra, 

army, revenue system, espionage network, trade routes. The Nanda army’s template 

became the Mauryan army. Arthashastra formalised what Magadhan rulers practised. 

• Ancient Geopolitics → Modern: Magadha’s resource-driven rise mirrors modern 

geopolitics: Saudi Arabia (oil), China (manufacturing scale), US (technology + resources). 

The analytical framework — resources, location, leadership, military innovation — remains 

valid. 

• Republics → Democracy: Vajji’s fall teaches that democratic institutions need internal 

cohesion and military strength to survive. Modern democracies invest in both — the lesson is 

ancient but timeless. 

📚 Current Affairs & Archaeological 

• Rajgir Excavations: Ongoing ASI excavations at Rajgir (ancient Rajagriha) continue to 

reveal Magadhan-era fortifications, moats, and settlement patterns. The cyclopean wall of 

Rajgir (40 km perimeter) is one of the longest ancient fortifications. 

• Patna (Pataliputra) Archaeology: Kumrahar excavations revealed the 80-pillar hall 

(Mauryan assembly hall). Discovery of NBPW and punch-marked coins confirms Magadhan 

urban sophistication. 

• Nalanda UNESCO (2016): Nalanda University ruins (Bihar) — while primarily Gupta/Pala 

period — trace their roots to the Buddhist learning tradition that Magadhan royal patronage 

fostered. 

• Bihar’s Identity: Bihar derives its name from ‘Vihara’ (Buddhist monastery). The state’s 

identity is inseparable from Magadha’s legacy: Rajgir, Nalanda, Vaishali, Bodh Gaya, 

Pawapuri are all in Bihar. 

🌍 Comparative Perspective 

• Magadha vs Rome: Both rose through: strategic location, military innovation, absorbed 

neighbouring states, and built infrastructure (roads, administration). Rome unified the 

Mediterranean; Magadha unified the Gangetic basin. Both eventually fell due to over-

extension and internal decay. 

• Magadha vs Warring States China: Magadha’s absorption of 16 Mahajanapadas parallels 

Qin’s unification of the Warring States (221 BCE). Both created centralised empires from 

fragmented kingdoms. Both used iron technology and efficient bureaucracy. 
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• Nandas vs Achaemenid Persia: The Nanda army’s scale (200,000) was comparable to 

Achaemenid forces. Both empires used irrigation, taxation, and provincial administration. 

Alexander defeated Persia but was deterred by the Nandas. 

📍 AP Connection 

• Assaka & Magadha: Assaka (only Mahajanapada south of Vindhyas, Godavari basin) may 

have had trade and political contacts with Magadha. Magadha’s expansion into the Deccan 

(under the Nandas) brought the Andhra region into the orbit of North Indian imperial politics 

for the first time. 

• Pre-Satavahana Context: Magadhan expansion into the Deccan — and the subsequent 

Mauryan administration of Dakshinapatha from Suvarnagiri — created the political and 

cultural conditions from which the Satavahana dynasty would later emerge (Day 12 topic). 

AP’s state formation is directly linked to Magadha’s imperial reach. 
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SECTION 6: QUICK REVISION BOX 

Last-minute glance. 

 

▶ Magadha: S. Bihar; 1st capital Rajagriha (5 
hills) 

▶ Advantages: Fertile soil, iron, elephants, 
rivers, location 

▶ Haryanka: 544-412 BCE; Bimbisara founded ▶ Bimbisara: 3 marriages; conquered Anga; 
Buddha’s patron 

▶ Ajatashatru: Killed father; 16-yr war vs Vajji ▶ Rathamusala + Mahashilakantaka = new 
weapons 

▶ Vassakara: Minister who split Vajji from 
inside 

▶ 1st Buddhist Council: 483 BCE, Rajagriha, 
Ajatashatru 

▶ Udayin: Shifted to Pataliputra (Ganga-Son 
confluence) 

▶ Pataliputra = capital for ~1,000 years (to 
Guptas) 

▶ Shishunaga: Destroyed Avanti rivalry; 
Magadha supreme 

▶ Kalashoka: 2nd Buddhist Council, Vaishali, 
383 BCE 

▶ Mahapadma Nanda: Ekrat; 1st Shudra king; 
vast empire 

▶ Nanda army: 200K infantry, 20K cavalry, 3K 
elephants 

▶ Dhanananda: Last Nanda; wealthy but 
unpopular 

▶ Alexander deterred at Beas (326 BCE) by 
Nanda strength 

▶ 2nd Urbanisation: NBPW, punch-marked 
coins, Srenis 

▶ Revenue: Bhaga (1/6th), Bali, Shulka, Kara 

▶ Chandragupta + Chanakya overthrew 
Dhanananda (322 BCE) 

▶ AP: Nanda Deccan expansion → Mauryan 
Suvarnagiri 

 

SECTION 7: RECOMMENDED SOURCES 

Refer to these. 

 

Source What to Read Why 

NCERT Class XII — 
Themes in Indian History 

Ch. 2: Kings, Farmers and Towns Magadha’s rise, second 
urbanisation, trade 

R.S. Sharma — India’s 
Ancient Past 

Ch. 15–17: Rise of Magadha, 
Nandas 

Exam-oriented; dynasty details, 
revenue, military 

Upinder Singh — Ancient 
& Early Medieval India 

Ch. 9–10: State formation Academic depth; archaeological 
+ literary evidence 

Romila Thapar — Early 
India 

Chapters on state formation and 
urbanisation 

Nuanced analysis of monarchy 
vs republic 
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Source What to Read Why 

NCERT Class VI — Our 
Pasts I 

Ch. 5-6: Kingdoms and early states Foundation-level coverage 
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