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Topic: The Bar Magnet 

Class: CBSE CLASS XII  

Subject: Physics  

Unit: Unit 5: Magnetism and Matter 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

SECTION 1: WHY THIS TOPIC MATTERS 

Understanding the simple bar magnet is your first step toward mastering the much bigger 
world of magnetism. It may seem like a basic concept, but the physics behind it is the 
foundation for everything from the Earth's magnetic field, which guides our compasses, to the 
advanced technology inside computer hard drives and electric motors. This handout is 
designed to make these concepts clear, intuitive, and easy to remember, without any stress. 

The principles you learn from studying a bar magnet have surprisingly broad applications in 
the real world. Here’s why it’s so important: 

• Ancient Navigation: The first compasses were made from lodestones—naturally 
occurring bar magnets. Understanding how a magnet aligns with a field explains how 
centuries of exploration were possible. 

• Modern Data Storage: The principle of aligning tiny magnetic particles is the basis for 
magnetic storage, from old cassette tapes and VCRs to modern computer hard drives. 
Each tiny particle acts like a microscopic bar magnet. 

• Powering Modern Machines: The forces between magnets are the basis for all 
electric motors and generators, converting electrical energy into motion and back 
again. 

• The Effect of Temperature: By learning why a bar magnet works (aligned atomic 
magnets), you also understand why it stops working. Heating a magnet causes its 
atoms to vibrate randomly, destroying the alignment and making it lose its magnetic 
properties. 

• Our Planet as a Magnet: The Earth itself behaves like a giant bar magnet, with its 
magnetic field generated by the movement of molten iron in its core. This planetary 
field protects us from solar radiation and is a large-scale example of the same 
principles you see in a handheld magnet. 

By connecting these everyday examples to the physics, we can build a more visual and 
intuitive understanding of how magnets truly work. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  
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SECTION 2: THINK OF IT LIKE THIS 

Physics can be abstract, but powerful analogies make the concepts much easier to visualize 
and remember. Instead of just memorizing rules, let's think about a bar magnet in terms of 
things we already understand. 

Primary Analogy: A Crowd in Formation 

Imagine a large, chaotic crowd of people, all walking in random directions. As a whole, the 
crowd has no net motion and no collective force. This is like the atoms in a regular piece of 
iron—their tiny magnetic fields point in all directions and cancel each other out. 

Now, imagine an organizer directs everyone in the crowd to walk in the exact same direction. 
Suddenly, the crowd has enormous collective momentum and can push down barriers. This is 
what happens inside a bar magnet: trillions of individual atomic magnets are forced to align, 
and their tiny forces add up to create one strong, observable magnetic field. 

Supporting Analogy: A Compass Needle Amplified 

Think of a single, tiny compass needle. It has a very weak magnetic field. Now, picture 
stacking millions and millions of these tiny compass needles, all pointing in the same 
direction. The combined magnetic field of this perfectly aligned stack would be incredibly 
powerful. A bar magnet is essentially this—a solid object containing trillions of "atomic 
compasses" locked in the same orientation. 

Visual Metaphor: A One-Way Pipeline 

Visualize the aligned atomic dipoles inside a magnet creating a continuous, directed flow of 
magnetic influence. This creates a "one-way pipeline" where the magnetic field lines are 
directed from the south pole to the north pole inside the magnet, before flowing out and 
looping back around. 

A Deeper Mental Image 

To truly understand this, picture the bar magnet as a rigid crystal structure. Each atom in this 
structure has an "arrow" associated with it, representing the magnetic field from its spinning 
electrons. In a normal piece of iron, these arrows point in every possible direction—a state of 
complete chaos. 

A bar magnet is simply a state where all these arrows have been forced to align and point in 
the same direction along the magnet's length. 

• The end of the magnet where the arrows point out of the material is the North Pole. 

• The end of the magnet where the arrows point into the material is the South Pole. 

With these mental pictures in mind, let's look at the formal definitions you'll need for your 
exams. 
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

SECTION 3: EXACT NCERT ANSWER (LEARN THIS FOR EXAMS) 

This section contains the precise definitions and formulas from your NCERT textbook. For 
exams, it is best to learn these points verbatim to ensure you are providing the expected 
answers. 

Explanation of Symbols: 

• B_E: Magnetic field on the equatorial line, for r >> l. 

• B_A: Magnetic field on the axial line, for r >> l. 

• μ₀: Permeability of free space, a fundamental constant. 

• m: The magnetic moment of the bar magnet, representing its total magnetic strength. 

• r: The distance from the center of the magnet to the point of observation. 

The next section will connect our analogies directly to the symbol m in these formulas. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

SECTION 4: CONNECTING THE IDEA TO THE FORMULA 

Formulas aren't just abstract symbols; they are a mathematical story describing a physical 
reality. The NCERT equations above tell the story of our "crowd in formation" analogy. Let's 
bridge the gap between the idea and the formula, specifically focusing on the term m 
(magnetic moment). 

1. Start with the Atom: Every atom is a microscopic magnet (a magnetic dipole). Each 
one acts like a single person in the crowd or a tiny compass needle. 

2. Align the Atoms: In a magnet, these atomic dipoles are forced to point in the same 
direction. This is our "crowd walking in formation"—they are organized and 
cooperative. 

3. Sum the Strengths (Magnetic Moment, m): The total strength of all these aligned 
atomic dipoles is the magnetic moment (m). A larger value of m means the alignment 
is better or there are more atoms, just like a larger, more organized crowd has greater 
force. 

4. Create the Field (B): This collective strength m generates the external magnetic field B 
at a distance r. The NCERT formula simply captures how this field depends on the 
magnet's total strength (m) and the distance from it. 

So, when you see m in an equation, think of it as the total strength of the "crowd in 
formation"—the sum of all the tiny aligned atomic magnets. Now let's break down the 
properties of this system step-by-step. 
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--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

SECTION 5: STEP-BY-STEP UNDERSTANDING 

The behavior of a bar magnet can be broken down into a few simple, logical ideas. Here is a 
step-by-step guide to the core concepts. 

• Start with Poles A magnet always has two poles, which we label North and South. This 
is where the magnetic field appears strongest at the surface. 

• Likes Repel, Opposites Attract Just like electric charges, poles exert forces on each 
other. Two North poles (or two South poles) will push each other away, while a North 
and a South pole will pull together. 

• Visualize with Field Lines We can't see magnetism, but we can visualize its influence 
by sprinkling iron filings around a magnet. The filings trace out invisible lines of force 
called magnetic field lines. 

• Lines Form Closed Loops Magnetic field lines always form continuous, closed loops. 
They emerge from the North pole, curve around through the air, and re-enter at the 
South pole. They never start or stop in space. 

• Inside the Magnet: South to North To complete the loop, the field lines continue 
inside the magnet. Critically, their direction inside is from the South pole to the North 
pole. 

• The Real Source: Aligned Atoms The entire external field is just the large-scale effect 
of trillions of atoms inside the material whose tiny magnetic fields are all aligned in the 
same direction. The poles are simply where this collective field enters and exits the 
material. 

With these steps in mind, let's apply the formal equation to a simple problem. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

SECTION 6: VERY SIMPLE EXAMPLE (TINY NUMBERS) 

This section shows you how to use the NCERT formula with easy-to-handle numbers. The goal 
is to build confidence and see that the math is just a tool to describe the physics we've 
discussed. 

Problem: A short bar magnet has a magnetic moment m = 2 A·m². Calculate the magnitude 
of the magnetic field (B_A) on its axis at a distance of 10 cm from its center. 

Step-by-Step Solution: 

1. List Given Values & Convert Units: 

o Magnetic moment, m = 2 A·m² 
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o Distance, r = 10 cm = 0.1 m (Always convert to SI units!) 

2. Write Down the Correct Formula: We need the field on the axis, so we use the 
formula for the axial field: B_A = \frac{\mu_0}{4\pi}\frac{2m}{r^3}  

3. Substitute the Constant Value: Remember that the constant (μ₀ / 4π) has a 
convenient value: \frac{\mu_0}{4\pi} = 10^{-7} , \text{T·m/A}  

4. Plug in the Numbers: Substitute the known values into the formula: B_A = (10^{-7}) 
\times \frac{2 \times 2}{(0.1)^3}  

5. Calculate the Result: 

o First, calculate the denominator: (0.1)³ = 0.1 × 0.1 × 0.1 = 0.001 

o Next, simplify the fraction: 4 / 0.001 = 4000 

o Finally, complete the calculation: 

Final Answer: The strength of the magnetic field at that specific point on the magnet's axis is 
4 × 10⁻⁴ Tesla. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

SECTION 7: COMMON MISTAKES TO AVOID 

Pay close attention to this section. These are the most common points of confusion that 
students face, and they are often tested in exams. Understanding these corrections will give 
you a significant advantage. 

Misconception 1 

• WRONG IDEA: Magnetic poles are like positive and negative charges. 

• Why students believe it: The rule "opposites attract, likes repel" for poles seems 
identical to the rule for electric charges, making the analogy seem perfect. 

• CORRECT IDEA: Magnetic poles cannot be isolated. Cutting a bar magnet in half 
doesn't separate the North and South poles; it creates two smaller, complete 
magnets, each with its own North and South pole. This is fundamentally different from 
electric charges, which can exist independently. 

Misconception 2 

• WRONG IDEA: The North pole of a magnet points toward the geographic North Pole, 
so there must be a North magnetic pole there. 

• Why students believe it: The naming is logical but historically confusing. We call the 
end of the compass that points North the "North-seeking pole," or simply the North 
pole. 
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• CORRECT IDEA: Since opposite poles attract, the "North-seeking" pole of a compass 
(which is a North magnetic pole) is actually attracted to a South magnetic pole. The 
Earth's magnetic pole located near the geographic North Pole is, in fact, a magnetic 
South pole. 

Misconception 3 

• WRONG IDEA: Inside a bar magnet, the magnetic field lines run from North to South, 
just like they do outside. 

• Why students believe it: It seems natural to assume the field direction is consistent 
everywhere. Students visualize the lines leaving North and entering South and assume 
this path continues internally. 

• CORRECT IDEA: Magnetic field lines must form closed loops. To complete the loop, 
the field lines inside the magnet run from the South pole to the North pole. This is the 
opposite of the direction outside the magnet. 

To help reinforce these correct ideas, let's use some simple memory aids. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

SECTION 8: EASY WAY TO REMEMBER 

Sometimes a simple mnemonic or catchy phrase is all you need to lock a key fact into your 
memory. 

Mnemonic for Internal Field Direction 

To remember that the magnetic field inside a magnet runs from South to North, use the 
mnemonic: 

SNaN → "South-to-North always inside" 

Catchy Phrase for External Field Lines 

To remember the direction of the field lines outside the magnet, use this simple phrase: 

"Out at the North, in at the South." 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

SECTION 9: QUICK REVISION POINTS 

This final checklist contains the most important, high-yield concepts about the bar magnet. 
Review these points right before a test to quickly refresh your memory. 

• A bar magnet has two poles, North and South, which cannot be isolated. Cutting a 
magnet creates two new magnets. 
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• Magnetic field lines are imaginary lines that show the direction of the magnetic force. 
They always form closed loops. 

• Outside the magnet, field lines emerge from the North pole and enter the South pole. 
Inside the magnet, they run from South to North. 

• The force of attraction or repulsion comes from the interaction of the magnetic fields 
of the two magnets. 

• The magnetic property of a bar magnet is due to the uniform alignment of trillions of 
atomic-level magnets (dipoles). Heat or a strong impact can disrupt this alignment, 
causing the magnet to lose its strength. 

--------------------------------------------------------------------------------  

SECTION 10: ADVANCED LEARNING (OPTIONAL) 

For those who want to connect the bar magnet to the bigger picture of magnetism, here are 
some deeper concepts. These points link what you've learned to other topics in physics. 

1. Magnetism is Charge in Motion: The fundamental truth is that magnetism is not a 
separate force; it is a consequence of moving electric charges. A current in a wire and 
the spinning electrons in a bar magnet are both "charge in motion," and both produce 
magnetic fields. 

2. Oersted's Discovery: The historical link was made in 1820 when Hans Christian 
Oersted saw a compass needle deflect near a current-carrying wire. This was the first 
proof that electricity and magnetism were two faces of the same phenomenon. 

3. The "Whirlpool Effect": A useful analogy for how moving charges create fields is to 
imagine a whirlpool. A current of moving charges creates a circular "whirlpool" of 
magnetic field in the space around it. 

4. Gauss's Law for Magnetism: The fact that magnetic field lines form closed loops is 
expressed mathematically by Gauss's Law for Magnetism, which states that the net 
magnetic flux through any closed surface is zero. This is a formal way of saying 
magnetic monopoles (isolated N or S poles) do not exist. 

5. Pole Strength Model: While we know monopoles aren't real, sometimes physicists 
use a simplified model of "pole strength" to calculate forces between magnets, which 
works similarly to Coulomb's law for charges. It's a useful calculation tool, but not a 
fundamental description of reality. 

6. Induced Magnetization: An unmagnetized paperclip (where atomic dipoles are 
random) can become a temporary magnet when brought near a strong permanent 
magnet. The external field aligns the paperclip's dipoles, inducing magnetism in it. 
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7. Earth's Magnetic Field: Our planet's magnetic field is not caused by a solid bar 
magnet at its center, but by the churning of its molten iron core. This massive electrical 
current generates the global magnetic field that protects us. 

8. Magnetic Domains: In a ferromagnetic material like iron, atoms align themselves in 
microscopic regions called "domains." In an unmagnetized piece of iron, these 
domains point in random directions. The process of magnetizing the iron involves 
aligning these domains. 

9. Saturation: There is a physical limit to how strong a magnet can be. This limit, called 
saturation, is reached when every single atomic dipole in the material has been 
perfectly aligned. No stronger external field can increase the material's own 
magnetism beyond this point. 

10. Curie Temperature: For every ferromagnetic material (like the iron in a bar magnet), 
there is a critical temperature called the Curie Temperature. Above this temperature, 
thermal vibrations become so violent that they overcome the forces holding the 
atomic dipoles in alignment, and the material loses its ferromagnetism, becoming 
weakly paramagnetic. 

11. "Hard" vs. "Soft" Magnets: Materials like Alnico, which are difficult to magnetize but 
retain their magnetism very strongly, are called "hard" ferromagnets and are used for 
permanent magnets. Materials like soft iron, which are easy to magnetize and 
demagnetize, are called "soft" ferromagnets and are ideal for the cores of 
electromagnets. 

 


