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Introduction

Around the 6" century BCE, India entered an important stage of political and religious change. Small
tribal groups gradually developed into large territorial states called Mahajanapadas. During the same
time, new religious movements like Buddhism and Jainism appeared. These changes were closely
connected with social developments, economic growth, and early state formation.

The 16 Mahajanapadas

The Anga was located in Eastern India, with it’s capital at Champa. It later came under the control of
Magadha. The Magadha was situated in present day Bihar. It became the most powerful state due to
fertile land, mineral resources, and strong rulers. It’s capitals were Rajgriha and later Pataliputra. The
Kashi was a rich and important kingdom with it’s capital at Varanasi. It often fought with Kosala for
dominance. The Kosala was located in Eastern Uttar Pradesh, with Shravasti as it’s capital. It was a
strong monarchy and rival of Magadha. The Vajji was a republican confederation with it’s capital at
Vaishali. It was governed by an assembly of clan elders. The Malla was a republican state which was
divided into two main centers, Kusinara and Pava. The Chedi was located in Central India and mentioned
in Ancient literature. The Vatsa’s capital was Kausambi, it was known for trade and commerce. The
Kuru was located around present day Delhi and Haryana. It was an important political center in earlier
Vedic times. The Panchala was situated in Western Uttar Pradesh and divided into Northern and
Southern regions. The Matsya was located in Rajasthan, with Viratanagara as it's capital. The Surasena’s
capital was Mathura, an important cultural and trade center. The Assaka is the only Southern
Mahajanapada, located near the Godavari region. The Avanti is situated in Western India, with Ujjaini
as an important capital. It was a powerful kingdom. The Gandhara was located in the Northwest, with
it’s capital at Taxila. It was famous for trade and education. The Kamboja is also located in the Northwest
region, known for it’s military strength and trade links.

Political conditions of the Mahajanapadas

In earlier times, political organization was mainly based on tribes and clans. But in the Mahajanapada
period, control over land became more important than kinship ties. States had clear boundaries and
permanent capitals. Many Mahajanapadas were monarchies where a King held supreme power. The
throne was usually hereditary. The King was supported by ministers, priests, and officials who helped
in administration. Strong kingdoms such as Magadha, Kosala, and Avanti expanded their territories
through wars and alliances. Kings collected taxes from farmers, traders, and craftsmen. They maintained
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armies to protect their states and to conquer neighboring territories. Law and order were also under royal
authority. Alongside monarchies, some Mahajanapadas followed a republican system known as gana or
sangha. In these states, power was shared by a group of leaders instead of one king. Important examples
include Vajji and Malla. In republics, decisions were taken in assemblies where members discussed
political and military matters. As states became larger, administration became more organized. Officials
were appointed to collect revenue and manage different regions. Agriculture was the main source of
income, but trade and crafts also contributed to state revenue. The Mahajanapadas frequently fought
among themselves to gain control over fertile land and trade routes. Strong states tried to dominate
weaker ones. Overtime, powerful monarchies absorbed many smaller states and republics. Magadha
gradually emerged as the most dominant power due to it’s resources, location, and capable rulers.

Economic conditions of the Mahajanapadas

Agriculture was the backbone of the economy. The use of iron tools made it easier to clear forests and
cultivate new lands, especially in the fertile Gangetic plains. As farming improved, food production
increased. The increase in surplus production supported a larger population and the growth of towns.
Farmers paid taxes to the state, usually in the form of a portion of their crops. This became the main
source of income for the kingdoms. Trade and commerce expanded greatly during this period. Internal
trade connected villages with towns, while long distance trade linked different regions. Important states
like Magadha, Kosala, and Avanti became major trade centers. With the growth of trade and agriculture,
many towns developed. Cities became centers of business, administration, and craft production. Markets
were established, and economic activities became more organized. Craftsmen and merchants formed
associations known as guilds (shrenis). Punch- marked coins were introduced. The use of metal coins
were buying and selling easier compared to the earlier barter system. The state collected revenue mainly
from land taxes, trade taxes and other duties. This income was used to maintain the army, administration,
and public works.

Social conditions of the Mahajanapadas

Society was clearly divided into four main varnas- Brahmanas, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, and Shudras.
Social position was mostly decided by birth, and the system became stricter than before. Brahmanas
held religious authority, while Kshatriyas controlled political power. Vaishyas, who were traders and
farmers, became economically important due to the growth of commerce. Shudras mainly worked as
laborers and servants. Social mobility was limited, and inequality was visible. Compared to early vedic
times, the status of women declined in many ways. Their participation in public life reduced, and
educational opportunities were limited. Property rights were mostly in the hands of men. However, new
religious movements brought some change. Gautama Buddha allowed women to join the Buddhist
monastic order, and Mahavira also accepted women followers. This provided women with spiritual
opportunities that were not common in traditional systems. With the growth of towns and trade, new
social classes emerged. Merchants, traders, craftsmen, and bankers gained importance in urban centers.
Guilds were formed to organize craft production and protect the interests of workers. Many people were
dissatisfied with complex rituals and rigid caste rules. This led to the rise of Buddhism and Jainism,
which promoted moral living, equality, and non- violence. These movements questioned the authority
of Brahmanas and opposed costly sacrifices. Despite reforms, social inequality remained strong. Slavery
and bonded labor existed. Poor people often worked as servants or agricultural laborers.

IJCRT2603068 | International Journal of Creative Research Thoughts (IJCRT) www.ijcrt.org | a521


http://www.ijcrt.org/

www.ijcrt.org © 2026 IJCRT | Volume 14, Issue 3 March 2026 | ISSN: 2320-2882
Republics of the Mahajanapadas

Vajji was a well known confideration of clans, including the Licchavis, with it’s capital at Vaishali.
Malla was divided into two main centers, Kusinara and Pava. Sakyas is the clan in which Gautama
Buddha belonged. These states show that collective political systems existed alongside monarchies.
Republican systems encouraged discussion and shared decision making. Strong monarchies like
Magadha defeated many of these republics. Monarchies had stronger centralized authority and better
military organization, which helped them expand more effectively.

Philosophical reforms of the Mahajanapadas

Religion was largely controlled by Brahmanas who performed complex vedic rituals and sacrifices.
These ceremonies were costly and difficult for ordinary people. Reformers began to question whether
such rituals were truly necessary for spiritual progress. Teachers like Gautama Buddha and Mahavira
strongly opposed animal sacrifices and ritual practices. They taught that good conduct and self control
were more important than ceremonies. Another important reform was the criticism of the rigid caste
system. The reformers believed that a person’s spiritual progress should not depend on birth. They
accepted followers from different social backgrounds and emphasized equality in religious life.

Early state formations of the Mahajanapadas

Important kingdoms like Magadha, Kosala, and Avanti became powerful because of efficient
administration and military strength. At the same time, some states like Vajji followed a republican
system, showing that early state formation included different political models. With the growth of larger
territories, administration became more organized. Capitals were established as centers of power.
Systems of taxation, law enforcement, and record keeping began to develop. Magadha rose to
prominence because of it’s natural resources, strategic location, and capable rulers.

Buddhism

Buddhism was founded by Gautama Buddha. He was born as Siddhartha in a royal family of the Shakya
clan. After seeing the realities of old age, sickness, and death, he left his palace in search of truth.
Through meditation and deep thinking, he attained enlightenment at Bodh Gaya and became known as
the Buddha, which means “The enlightened one”. The main teachings were the four noble truths and the
eight fold paths of the Buddhism. Middle path avoids both extreme comfort and extreme self denial.
Karma and rebirth actions influence future lives. Compassion and non- violence shows kindness towards
all living beings. In equality, Buddhism rejected caste discrimination and accepted people from all
sections of society. Buddhism spread widely across India and later to other parts of Asia. It received
strong support from rulers such as Ashoka, who promoted it’s teachings after embracing Buddhism.
Monasteries became centers of education and spiritual practice. Buddhist teachings were preserved in
texts known as the Tripitaka, written in Pali.

The four noble truths of Buddhism

The first truth states that suffering is a part of human life which is known as Dukkha. People experience
pain, illness, old age, death, sadness and disappointment. Even happy moments do not last forever, which
can also cause dissatisfaction. The second truth explains that the main cause of suffering is desire or
craving. People always want more wealth, pleasure, success, and attachment to relationships. When
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these desires are not fulfilled, they feel unhappy. The third truth teaches that suffering can be ended. If

a person removes desire and attachment, suffering will disappear. This state of complete peace and
freedom is called Nirvana. The fourth truth shows the way to overcome suffering. It is known as the
eightfold path.

The eightfold paths of Buddhism

Right understanding means understanding life correctly, especially the truth about suffering and it’s
causes. Right thinking involves having pure and positive thoughts. It encourages kindness, compassion,
and non- violence instead of anger or greed. Right speech teaches a person to speak honestly and politely.
One should avoid lying, using harsh words, speaking rumors, or speaking in a harmful way. Right action
means behaving in a moral way. A person should avoid harming living beings, stealing, or doing wrong
deeds. Right livelihood advises earning a living honestly. One should not choose jobs that harm others
or involve injustice. Right effort means trying sincerely to remove bad habits and develop good qualities.
It requires self control and continuous practice. Right mindfulness involves being aware of one’s
thoughts, feelings, and actions at all times. It teaches careful attention to the present moment. Right
concentration refers to deep focus through meditation. It helps calm the mind and develop inner peace
and wisdom.

Republics of the Buddhism

Vajji was a powerful group of clans with it’s capital at Vaishali. Malla was divided into two main
centers, Kusinara and Pava. Sakyas was the clan in which Gautama Buddha was born. The republican
style of governance influenced the organization of the Buddhist monastic community which was known
as Sangha. The Sangha also followed collective discussions and decision making methods. This shows
that Buddhism developed in a society where group governance was already practiced.

Philosophical reforms of the Buddhism

Religion was mainly focused on Vedic rituals and animal sacrifices performed by priests. Buddhism
taught that true spiritual progress depends on right conduct, wisdom, and self- discipline. Buddhism
emphasized ethical living. It taught people to practice non- violence, truthfulness, honesty, and
compassion. Karma decide their future, not their birth or caste. Buddha advised people to avoid
extremes- neither living in luxury nor practicing severe self- torture. He recommended a balanced path
called the Middle Way. Buddhism taught that everything in this world keeps changing and nothing is
permanent.

Early state formations of the Buddhism

Two types of political systems existed. Some states were ruled by Kings, while others followed a
republican system where decisions were made by an assembly of clan members. Strong kingdoms such
as Magadha, Kosala, and Avanti became powerful by expanding their territories and improving their
administration. Agriculture improved with the use of iron tools, and trade increased. States like Magadha
conquered neighboring regions and built large empires.
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Jainism

Jain tradition speaks of 24 great teachers called Tirthankaras, who showed the path to liberation. The
last and most important of them was Mahavira, who lived in the 6" century BCE. He reorganized and
strengthened Jain teachings. Though earlier teachings existed, Mahavira is regarded as the main preacher
of Jainism in it’s present form.

Main principles of Jainism

The most important teaching of Jainism is non- violence. It teaches that all living beings, whether human,
plant, or animal have a soul. Therefore, one must avoid harming any form of life. Mahavira taught five
basic vows that guide moral life: non- violence, truthfulness, non- stealing, non- possession and celibacy.
Monks and nuns follow these vows very strictly, while ordinary followers observe them according to
their capacity. Jainism believes that every action produces karma, which binds the soul to the cycle of
birth and death. Liberation (moksha) is achieved by removing karma through right faith, right knowledge
and right conduct.

Practices and beliefs of Jainism

Jains give importance to meditation, fasting and simple living. They do not believe in a creator God.
Instead, they respect the Tirthankaras as perfect beings who have shown the path to salvation.

Sects of Jainism

Jainism has been divided into two major sects: Digambara and Svetambara. Digambara followers
practice strict discipline, and monks traditionally do not wear clothes. Svetambara monks wear white
clothes and follow slightly different customs.

Republics of Jainism

The republican system, which encouraged collective decision making and discipline, may have
influenced Jain monastic organization. Jain monks lived under strict rules and followed an organized
structure. The atmosphere of equality within these republics also supported Jain ideas of moral discipline
and social responsibility.

Philosophical reforms of Jainism

Jainism did not accept that performing rituals or animal sacrifices could lead to salvation. Ahimsa
teaches that all living beings have souls, and harming any living creature creates bad karma. Liberation
can be achieved only by removing karma through right faith, right knowledge and right behaviour.
Jainism believes that the soul is permanent and independent. Jainism taught that spiritual liberation is
open to everyone, not just to a particular caste.
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Early state formations of Jainism

Officials were appointed to collect taxes and maintain law and order. Regular taxation replaced the older
tribal methods of contribution. Organized armies were also formed to protect and enlarge kingdoms.

Conclusion

The Mahajanapada period was a time of political growth, social change, and new thinking. The
development of republics, the formation of early states, and the introduction of philosophical reforms
together created a new direction in Indian History. In this background, Buddhism and Jainism emerged
as powerful reform movements that greatly influenced the culture and religious life of India.
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