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SOMNATH & INDIA'S 

CIVILISATIONAL CONSCIOUSNESS 

Heritage, Nationhood, and the Politics of Memory 

 

GS Paper GS I, GS II, GS IV, Essay 

Themes Heritage, Religion, Polity, Ethics 

APSC Relevance High — Culture & National Integration 

14-Section Analytical Framework 

01 | Key Terms and Explanations 

Understanding this issue demands clarity on its foundational vocabulary — historical, constitutional, 

and civilisational. These terms carry specific connotations in the UPSC context and must be precisely 

defined. 

 

Somnath Temple (Jyotirlinga) 

▪ Somnath, located at Prabhas Patan in the Saurashtra region of Gujarat, is the first and foremost 

of the twelve Jyotirlingas — divine manifestations of Lord Shiva revered across the Indian 

subcontinent. 

▪ Its spiritual significance is ancient: the Rig Veda, Skanda Purana, and Shiva Purana all reference 

Prabhasa as a sacred tirtha. The Sanskrit verse Prabhasam ch parikramya 

prithivikramsambhavam declares that a circumambulation of Prabhasa is equivalent to 

circumambulating the entire earth — a potent civilisational metaphor. 

▪ Historically, Somnath was attacked and plundered multiple times by various invaders, most 

famously by Mahmud of Ghazni in 1025 CE. Despite repeated destruction, it was rebuilt each 

time — a pattern that makes it a symbol of civilisational resilience in Indian historical 

consciousness. 

 

Civilisational Consciousness 

▪ This refers to the long-term continuity of a people's cultural, philosophical, and spiritual identity 

across generations — transcending political boundaries, dynastic changes, or colonial 

interruptions. 

▪ In the Indian context, civilisational consciousness denotes the unbroken thread connecting the 

Vedic period to the present — manifested through shared sacred spaces, living traditions, 

classical knowledge systems, and cultural memory. 
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▪ It differs from nationalism (which is modern and political) in being deeper and pre-political — 

rooted in the idea that Bharat is not merely a nation-state but a continuing civilisation (as opposed 

to states that are merely territorial units). 

 

Vidhvans to Srijan (Destruction to Creation) 

▪ Vidhvans (vidhvansa) in Sanskrit means destruction or ruin. Srijan refers to creation, 

renaissance, or renewal. The phrase 'from Vidhvans to Srijan' encapsulates Somnath's entire 

historical arc — from repeated demolition to eventual restoration and current pride of place. 

▪ This is philosophically significant because it positions destruction not as defeat but as a 

precondition for renewal — drawing from the Hindu cosmological cycle of Brahma (creation), 

Vishnu (preservation), and Maheshwara (dissolution and recreation). 

 

Vikas Bhi, Virasat Bhi 

▪ Translating to 'Development and also Heritage,' this is a contemporary governance philosophy 

that frames development and cultural preservation not as competing priorities but as mutually 

reinforcing objectives. 

▪ In practical terms, it involves modernising infrastructure around pilgrimage sites — better roads, 

sanitation, lighting, accommodation — while preserving the aesthetic, architectural, and spiritual 

character of the sacred space. 

▪ It reflects the intersection of urban development, religious tourism, and soft power. Sites like 

Kashi Vishwanath Corridor, Kedarnath reconstruction, Ayodhya Ram Mandir complex, and the 

Kamakhya corridor in Assam are all manifestations of this philosophy. 

 

Ek Bharat, Shreshtha Bharat 

▪ An officially declared government programme promoting cross-cultural exchange between states 

to strengthen national unity. At a deeper level, it represents the idea that India's diversity is not a 

weakness but a federating strength — a civilisational quilt. 

▪ Sacred sites like Somnath function as nodes in this national integration narrative — they draw 

pilgrims from across regional, linguistic, and caste boundaries, effectively performing cultural 

integration in a bottom-up manner. 

 

Lakulisha and Shaivism 

▪ Lakulisha was a second-century CE philosopher-teacher credited with systematising Pashupata 

Shaivism — one of the oldest Shaiva traditions. Prabhasa (Somnath) was a major centre of this 

philosophical school. 

▪ This is important for understanding why Somnath was not merely a temple but a living university 

of thought — making its destruction an act of epistemic violence, not just religious desecration. 

 

Sardar Patel and the Restoration Decision 
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▪ Vallabhbhai Patel, the first Deputy Prime Minister and Home Minister of India, is credited with the 

decision to restore Somnath in November 1947 — a step he announced while standing amid its 

ruins during Diwali. 

▪ The political significance is enormous: Patel was simultaneously integrating over 500 princely 

states while declaring India's intent to reclaim civilisational pride. The restoration was funded 

through public donation, not state treasury — symbolising popular ownership of cultural renewal. 

 

Kirtistambha — Pillar of Fame / Civilisational Marker 

▪ A kirtistambha is a commemorative pillar or tower celebrating achievements — architectural, 

spiritual, or martial. In the Somnath context, the idea of civilisational markers embodies how a 

society inscribes its persistence in stone, defying the erasure attempted by invasion. 

▪ This concept connects to UNESCO's framework for cultural heritage and the idea that tangible 

heritage sites are irreplaceable repositories of collective memory. 

 

 

UPSC Keyword Alert 

The terms 'civilisational state', 'tangible and intangible heritage', 'living traditions', 'cultural 

memory', 'syncretic tradition', and 'soft power' are all potentially examinable in GS Paper I and 

Essay. Make sure you can write 50–100 words on each with precision. 

 
 

02 | Main Arguments and Substantive Parts 

The civilisational argument around Somnath is layered — it operates simultaneously as history, 

politics, theology, and statecraft. Unpacking these layers is essential for UPSC aspirants who need to 

examine issues from multiple angles. 

 

Core Thesis: India as a Civilisational Continuum 

▪ The central argument is that India is not merely a modern nation-state created in 1947, but the 

continuation of a civilisation whose identity persisted through centuries of invasion, colonial rule, 

and political fragmentation. Somnath, having been destroyed and rebuilt multiple times, becomes 

the proof-text of this thesis. 

▪ This idea echoes the writings of thinkers from Aurobindo Ghose to Rabindranath Tagore, who 

saw Indian civilisation as essentially spiritual and self-renewing — not externally sustained but 

internally resilient. 

 

Political Argument: Sardar Patel's Civilisational Nationalism 

▪ Patel's decision to restore Somnath in 1947 was not driven by religiosity alone but by a 

sophisticated political calculation — that a newly independent India needed to recover its 

civilisational self-confidence. This was a form of post-colonial decolonisation of the mind. 
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▪ There is a meaningful contrast here with Jawaharlal Nehru's secular discomfort about the 

restoration — a philosophical divergence within the founding generation about whether 

independent India should reclaim its sacred heritage or maintain strict separation from religious 

symbolism in statecraft. 

▪ Dr. Rajendra Prasad's decision to inaugurate the restored temple as President — overcoming 

objections from the Prime Minister — established the principle that a secular state need not be 

indifferent or hostile to the civilisational heritage of its people. 

 

Philosophical Argument: Resilience as Civilisational Dharma 

▪ The repeated reconstruction of Somnath makes a philosophical statement that destruction does 

not lead to extinction — it becomes the condition for renewal. This resonates with the Indian 

philosophical tradition's embrace of impermanence (anicca in Buddhist thought) and cyclical time 

(kalachakra). 

▪ There is also a democratic dimension: public donations driving reconstruction — not royal 

patronage alone — demonstrates that civilisational memory is owned by the collective, not by 

elites or rulers alone. 

 

Governance Argument: Temple Restoration as Development Tool 

▪ The argument that temple restoration, combined with modern infrastructure, boosts local 

economies, creates livelihoods, and deepens cultural tourism represents a merger of civilisational 

pride with development economics. 

▪ The specific examples cited — Kashi, Kamakhya, Kedarnath, Ayodhya, Ujjain — represent a 

pan-India network of sacred sites being upgraded. The Northeast dimension (Kamakhya in 

Assam) is significant for APSC aspirants, placing Assam within this civilisational restoration 

narrative. 

 

Counterarguments Worth Examining 

▪ Critics have argued that the state's involvement in temple restoration blurs the constitutional 

separation of state and religion (Article 25–28), raising Establishment Clause-type concerns. 

▪ The historical framing of Somnath as a site of 'civilisational conflict' risks over-simplifying complex 

medieval history, where religious, economic, and political motivations for invasions were deeply 

intertwined. 

▪ There is also a concern that the dominant narrative around Somnath may erase the multi-layered 

syncretic traditions that evolved at the site — including Sufi reverence for sacred spaces in 

Gujarat — in favour of a singular 'victory over invasion' narrative. 

▪ Feminist scholars have noted the absence of women's voices in civilisational narratives — though 

figures like Ahilyabai Holkar are acknowledged, the broader framework remains male-centric. 

 

 Examiner's Note 
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For UPSC Mains, the ability to present the counterarguments with equal sophistication as the 

main argument is what distinguishes a Band 6-7 answer from a Band 5. Do not just describe 

Somnath — interrogate it analytically. 

 
 

03 | Historical Evolution of the Issue 

The history of Somnath is inseparable from the broader history of India's civilisational encounters — 

with Islamic invasions, colonial rule, nationalist resurgence, and post-independence state-building. 

Each phase adds a layer to the contemporary understanding of cultural heritage. 

 

Ancient Phase: Pre-9th Century CE 

▪ Prabhasa (Somnath) finds mention in ancient texts including the Mahabharata, Skanda Purana, 

and Shiva Purana. It was not merely a temple but a tirtha — a crossing point between the material 

and the divine. 

▪ The Pashupata school of Shaivism, systemised by Lakulisha (2nd century CE), made Prabhasa 

its intellectual and spiritual headquarters. This philosophical tradition became one of the earliest 

organised schools of Hindu thought. 

▪ Multiple rulers from the Maurya period onwards patronised the site. The Maitraka dynasty of 

Vallabhi and the early Chalukyas were notable patrons. 

 

Medieval Phase: Cycles of Destruction and Reconstruction 

▪ 1025 CE — Mahmud of Ghazni's raid: The most historically impactful attack, involving looting of 

enormous wealth. Mahmud's court historian Alberuni (Al-Biruni) documented this event in Kitab 

ul-Hind. Importantly, reconstruction began almost immediately under the patronage of Gujarat's 

rulers. 

▪ The Solanki (Chaulukya) rulers — particularly Bhima Deva I (who fled during the attack but rebuilt 

the temple), Kumarapala, Siddharaja Jayasimha, and Karna Deva — presided over Gujarat's 

political and cultural renaissance in the 11th–13th centuries. 

▪ Multiple subsequent raids by Alauddin Khilji's general Ulugh Khan (1299 CE) and later Aurangzeb 

(1706 CE) continued the cycle. After each destruction, local rulers, merchants, or pilgrims funded 

reconstruction. 

▪ Ahilyabai Holkar, the Maratha queen of Indore, built a new temple adjacent to the ruins in 1783 

CE — a remarkable act of civilisational continuity at a time when the Maratha Empire itself was 

declining under British pressure. 

 

Colonial Phase: Politicisation of the Narrative 

▪ British historian James Mill's History of British India (1817) framed medieval Indian history as a 

simple confrontation between 'Hindu' and 'Muslim' civilisations — a colonial periodisation that 

profoundly shaped subsequent historical debates. 
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▪ The Somnath narrative became politicised during the 19th century nationalist movement. The 

temple's repeated destruction was invoked by early nationalists to build consciousness of a 

shared victimhood and the need for self-determination. 

▪ K.M. Munshi, a constitutional lawyer, historian, and Congress politician, was deeply invested in 

the Somnath restoration project. His 1937 historical novel on Somnath had already made it a 

symbol of nationalist consciousness. 

 

Post-Independence Phase: 1947–1951 

▪ November 13, 1947 — Sardar Patel's declaration at the ruins. This was just months after 

independence and partition — a moment charged with civilisational significance. The declaration 

to rebuild was made with seawater in hand — a deeply symbolic gesture evoking the continuity 

of pilgrimage tradition. 

▪ The restoration project was led by K.M. Munshi, then a Cabinet Minister under Nehru, with 

support from the Jam Saheb of Nawanagar (Digvijaysinhji, who had sheltered Jewish refugees 

in World War II). Public donations poured in from across India. 

▪ May 11, 1951 — Inauguration by Dr. Rajendra Prasad: India's first President personally presided 

over the ceremony, framing it as the fulfilment of Sardar Patel's dream and a testament to the 

Indian people's faith. 

▪ The constitutional dimension: Nehru's objections were rooted in his belief that the state must not 

identify with religious symbols. Prasad's participation asserted a different reading — that a 

secular republic can honour civilisational heritage without sectarian preference. 

 

Contemporary Phase: 21st Century Cultural Nationalism 

▪ The last two decades have seen a systematic policy of temple corridor development — Kashi 

Vishwanath, Kedarnath, Ayodhya, and Somnath. These are framed as both religious restoration 

and economic development (heritage tourism). 

▪ The Somnath Trust, a public trust managing the temple, has received significant state support. 

The trust's development programmes represent a model of public-private-religious partnership in 

heritage management. 

▪ The 1,000-year commemoration (marking 1025–2025) and the 75-year inauguration anniversary 

(1951–2026) represent deliberate milestone-marking — using historical anniversaries to renew 

civilisational consciousness across generations. 

 

 

Northeast Parallel — Kamakhya Temple, Assam 

Kamakhya is Assam's equivalent civilisational anchor — a Shakti Pitha whose heritage straddles 

pre-Aryan, Tantric, and syncretic traditions. The ongoing Kamakhya Corridor development 

mirrors the Somnath model of modernising pilgrimage infrastructure while preserving sacred 

character. For APSC aspirants, framing Kamakhya within the 'Vikas Bhi, Virasat Bhi' paradigm is 

an important analytical move. 
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04 | Logical and Philosophical Base 

Every civilisational argument rests on deeper philosophical assumptions about time, identity, memory, 

and the relationship between the political and the sacred. The Somnath narrative engages several of 

these simultaneously. 

 

The Philosophy of Civilisational Time 

▪ The Indian philosophical tradition conceives time cyclically — the kalachakra (wheel of time) 

encompasses creation, sustenance, and dissolution in an endless cosmic rhythm. Somnath's 

pattern of destruction and reconstruction mirrors this — each ruin is not an ending but a prelude 

to renewal. 

▪ This stands in contrast to the linear, teleological conception of time in Abrahamic and 

Enlightenment thought — where history moves towards a final destination (salvation, progress, 

end of history). India's civilisational self-understanding is not teleological but recursive. 

▪ For UPSC, this philosophical distinction matters because it frames how India's strategic culture, 

foreign policy posture, and long-term civilisational ambitions are conceived — with patience 

rather than urgency, with continuity rather than rupture. 

 

Memory, Identity, and Political Legitimacy 

▪ Collective memory theorists like Maurice Halbwachs and Paul Connerton argue that communities 

sustain their identity through shared acts of commemoration — pilgrimage, festival, monument 

— not through abstract principles alone. 

▪ Somnath functions precisely as such a site of 'connective memory' — linking disparate individuals 

across time through a shared narrative of loss, perseverance, and revival. Its power is partly 

emotional, but politically it creates a sense of civilisational belonging that crosses regional, 

linguistic, and caste divides. 

▪ Philosophical question for students: Can a secular democratic state legitimately use such 

connective memory to strengthen national cohesion, or does this risk subordinating minority 

memories to a dominant civilisational narrative? 

 

The Secular State and the Sacred: Rawls, Habermas, and Indian Constitutionalism 

▪ John Rawls' 'overlapping consensus' theory suggests that citizens with different metaphysical 

commitments can agree on political arrangements through a shared public reason. Somnath's 

restoration, framed as cultural heritage rather than religious promotion, attempts precisely this — 

finding a civic language for a sacred act. 

▪ Jurgen Habermas has argued that religion retains a place in the public sphere as long as it 

subjects itself to rational translation — meaning sacred values must be expressible in terms 

accessible to non-believers. The framing of Somnath's restoration as 'civilisational pride' rather 

than 'Hindu triumphalism' represents this kind of translation. 

▪ Indian Constitutionalism: Articles 25–28 guarantee freedom of religion and prohibit state 

patronage of any religion. However, Article 49 (Directive Principles) obliges the state to protect 
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monuments of historic and artistic interest. The question of whether Somnath is primarily a 

religious site or a national monument of historic importance is the locus of the constitutional 

tension. 

 

Ambedkar's Civilisational Critique 

▪ B.R. Ambedkar's understanding of Indian civilisation was sharply critical — he saw the dominant 

Hindu civilisational narrative as one that naturalised caste hierarchy and excluded Dalits and 

Adivasis from the 'Somnath of Indian civilisation.' He argued that a genuine civilisational revival 

must include social emancipation, not just temple restoration. 

▪ This Ambedkarite critique is indispensable for UPSC answers — it prevents one-sided 

celebration and demands that any assessment of India's civilisational heritage account for its 

internal contradictions and exclusions. 

 

Kautilyan Statecraft: Sacred Sites as Political Assets 

▪ The Arthashastra makes a sophisticated argument for royal patronage of temples — not primarily 

from piety but from strategic calculation. Sacred sites concentrate populations, generate wealth 

through pilgrimage economies, and build political loyalty through shared devotion. 

▪ Contemporary temple corridor development can be read through this Kautilyan lens: the state's 

investment in pilgrimage infrastructure is simultaneously cultural policy, economic policy, and soft 

power strategy — generating goodwill, tourist revenue, and civilisational prestige. 

 

 

Philosophical Synthesis for Essay 

The deepest question Somnath poses is: Can a democratic republic simultaneously be secular 

AND civilisationally rooted? The tension between Nehru's answer (an emphatic no) and 

Prasad/Patel's answer (a qualified yes) remains unresolved in Indian political life — and is the 

essential productive tension that UPSC Essay questions on 'India's identity' are probing. 

 
 

05 | New Features and Unique Ideas 

While Somnath's history is ancient, its contemporary development model introduces several novel 

ideas with broad applicability in governance, heritage management, and soft power strategy. 

 

The 'Living Heritage' Model 

▪ Most heritage frameworks (UNESCO, Indian ASI) treat monuments as static objects requiring 

protection and preservation. The Somnath model conceives heritage as living — a site that must 

grow, adapt, and continue to serve devotional, cultural, and economic functions. 

▪ This 'living heritage' approach allows for modern infrastructure additions (improved access, 

lighting, sanitation, visitor centres) around ancient sacred structures, provided the spiritual and 

aesthetic core is maintained. This is genuinely innovative in global heritage management terms. 
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▪ Feasibility: High, as demonstrated by Kedarnath (post-2013 flood reconstruction), Kashi 

Vishwanath Corridor, and Kamakhya in Assam — all showing that modern infrastructure and 

ancient sacred character can coexist without compromise. 

 

Public Participation in Cultural Restoration 

▪ Both the 1947 restoration (through public donation) and the contemporary 1,000-day puja 

initiative (funded by citizen donations) represent a decentralised, participatory model of cultural 

stewardship — in contrast to purely state-funded or elite-funded heritage management. 

▪ This democratisation of heritage responsibility has important implications for community 

ownership, local empowerment, and the political economy of sacred sites. When communities 

fund restoration, they are more likely to protect it. 

 

Milestone Commemoration as Civilisational Renewal 

▪ The deliberate use of anniversaries — 1,000 years (1025–2025), 75 years (1951–2026) — as 

occasions for public renewal of civilisational consciousness is a sophisticated governance 

innovation. It translates historical memory into contemporary civic energy. 

▪ The 1,000-day puja initiative emerging from the 1,000-year commemoration is a novel form of 

sustained collective ritual — it transforms a single event into a multi-year programme of 

engagement, generating continuous pilgrimage momentum. 

 

Pilgrimage Economy as Inclusive Development 

▪ The argument that improving sacred sites boosts local economies, creates artisan livelihoods, 

and generates employment for priests, guides, hotel workers, and transport operators represents 

a genuine attempt to align civilisational investment with inclusive economic development. 

▪ This model is particularly relevant for heritage-dense but economically marginal regions — like 

Saurashtra in Gujarat, Uttarakhand in the Himalayan belt, or Assam's Brahmaputra valley — 

where pilgrimage tourism can be a primary economic driver. 

 

 

Innovation Assessment 

The 'Vikas Bhi, Virasat Bhi' model represents perhaps India's most original contribution to global 

heritage governance — rejecting both the static museum model (Western) and the demolish-for-

development model (East Asian). Its replicability across different religious traditions (mosques, 

churches, Buddhist sites) remains an open question that UPSC aspirants should think about 

critically. 

 
 

06 | Sustainability of the Idea 

The long-term viability of India's civilisational consciousness model must be assessed across multiple 

dimensions — environmental, institutional, constitutional, ethical, and social — to be genuinely UPSC-

ready. 
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Environmental Sustainability 

▪ Somnath is located on the Arabian Sea coast, making it vulnerable to coastal erosion, sea-level 

rise from climate change, and cyclonic activity (the Gujarat coast is in Cyclone Zone IV). The 

2001 Bhuj earthquake damaged several heritage structures in Gujarat, underscoring seismic 

vulnerability. 

▪ Mass pilgrimage generates significant environmental stress — waste generation, water demand, 

vehicular congestion, and damage to coastal ecosystems. Sustainable pilgrimage management 

— electric vehicles, waste-to-energy plants, crowd management technology — must be integral 

to the 'living heritage' model. 

 

Constitutional and Legal Sustainability 

▪ The Supreme Court's 'essential religious practices' doctrine (from the Shirur Mutt case, 1954) 

and subsequent rulings on temple management create a legal framework within which state 

involvement in temple affairs must operate. 

▪ The Somnath Temple is managed by a public trust — not directly by the government — which 

provides a constitutional buffer against allegations of state endorsement of religion. This trust 

model (as opposed to direct government management) is both legally sound and administratively 

flexible. 

▪ The broader question of state patronage of Hindu sites while other religious sites receive different 

treatment raises Article 14 (equality) concerns that must be continuously monitored. 

 

Social Sustainability 

▪ Civilisational narratives, to be sustainable, must be genuinely inclusive — embracing the 

contributions of all communities, including Dalit craftsmen, Adivasi guardians, Muslim artisans, 

and women devotees who have all contributed to India's sacred sites across centuries. 

▪ Any narrative that frames Somnath purely as a site of Hindu-Muslim civilisational conflict risks 

communalising a complex history and alienating citizens who share the civilisational heritage but 

not the dominant religious identity. 

▪ Sustainable civilisational consciousness requires a 'constitutional patriotism' — love for shared 

heritage grounded in constitutional values of justice, liberty, equality, and fraternity, not in 

sectarian pride. 

 

Institutional Sustainability 

▪ The Somnath Temple Trust model — a public charitable trust with government nominees — 

requires continuous transparency, accountability, and financial auditing to remain credible. 

Corruption or mismanagement within heritage trusts can rapidly undermine public trust. 

▪ Long-term heritage sustainability also requires skilled artisans trained in traditional construction 

techniques — a human resource challenge, as the pool of craftsmen trained in traditional stone-

carving, lime-plaster, and structural methods is rapidly shrinking. 
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Ethical Sustainability 

▪ The ethics of commemorating a site by foregrounding narratives of invasion and victimhood 

raises the question of whether this generates solidarity or resentment. Amartya Sen's 

'argumentative Indian' tradition warns against singular identity narratives that crowd out pluralistic 

self-understanding. 

▪ However, acknowledging historical injustice — including colonial and pre-colonial violence 

against cultural sites — is also an ethical imperative. The question is one of framing: whether the 

emphasis falls on the wound or on the healing. 

 

 

Sustainability Verdict 

The 'Vikas Bhi, Virasat Bhi' philosophy is fundamentally sustainable IF it remains constitutionally 

grounded, environmentally sensitive, and socially inclusive. Its greatest risk is ideological capture 

— being reduced to a tool of partisan mobilisation rather than genuine civilisational renewal. 

 
 

07 | Challenges Related to the Issue 

Any serious policy discussion of civilisational heritage management must reckon with the significant 

challenges — implementational, political, historical, and social — that attend the project. 

 

Historiographical Challenges 

▪ The history of medieval India is contested. Scholars like Romila Thapar and Richard Eaton have 

argued that the destruction of temples in medieval India was often motivated by political and 

economic factors rather than purely religious iconoclasm — the looting of wealth, the symbolic 

humiliation of rival kings, and the demonstration of military supremacy. 

▪ The interpretation of events like Mahmud's raid through a purely civilisational-religious lens risks 

flattening complex historical causality and can be used to justify contemporary political 

mobilisation. 

▪ The multiplicity of sources — Persian chronicles, local inscriptions, Sanskrit prasastis — often 

contradict each other. Historical education that privileges one tradition over others distorts the 

picture. 

 

Constitutional and Political Challenges 

▪ The use of temple restoration as political capital raises concerns about the instrumentalisation of 

sacred heritage — where the spiritual and cultural are subordinated to electoral calculations. 

▪ The differential treatment of Hindu temples vis-a-vis mosques, churches, and gurudwaras in 

matters of state support, legal control, and development funding remains a persistent source of 

constitutional anxiety. Courts have repeatedly had to adjudicate the boundaries of state 

involvement in religious affairs. 
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Implementation Challenges 

▪ Large-scale pilgrimage infrastructure projects frequently encounter land acquisition disputes, 

displacement of local communities, and inadequate compensation. In Kashi, the Vishwanath 

Corridor required demolition of thousands of old structures, raising questions about whose 

heritage is being protected. 

▪ Rapid commercialisation around sacred sites can erode the very spiritual atmosphere that 

pilgrims seek. Souvenir shops, luxury hotels, and theme parks around pilgrimage hubs can 

transform a sacred experience into a commercial transaction. 

 

Inclusive Narrative Challenges 

▪ Women's access to certain sacred spaces within temple complexes remains restricted — an 

internal contradiction within the heritage restoration narrative that purports to honour Indian 

civilisation while perpetuating gender-based exclusion. 

▪ Dalit exclusion from temple premises — though legally abolished by Articles 15 and 17 — 

remains a social reality in several parts of India. A civilisational narrative that does not address 

caste-based exclusion within sacred spaces lacks moral credibility. 

 

Environmental and Infrastructural Challenges 

▪ The push to increase pilgrimage tourism exponentially can exceed the carrying capacity of fragile 

ecosystems — especially in coastal (Somnath), high-altitude (Kedarnath), and forest-adjacent 

(Kamakhya) sites. 

▪ Inadequate solid waste management, untreated sewage discharge, and poorly planned parking 

and transport infrastructure can rapidly degrade the very heritage environment that development 

seeks to celebrate. 

 

 

Challenge to Examine 

The most intellectually rich challenge is the tension between 'reclaiming civilisational identity' and 

'fostering pluralistic national identity.' India's answer to this tension — articulated in its 

Constitution — is that both are possible IF civilisational pride is rooted in inclusion rather than 

exclusion, in values rather than victimhood. 

 
 

08 | Multidimensional Analysis 

A full-spectrum analysis of this issue across social, political, legal, ethical, international, and economic 

dimensions is essential for UPSC Mains answers that demonstrate analytical breadth. 

 

Social Dimension 

▪ Social Integration: Sacred sites like Somnath function as 'social cathedrals' — spaces where 

linguistic, regional, and caste identities are temporarily subordinated to a shared devotional 
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identity. The pilgrimage experience creates horizontal social bonds across vertical social 

hierarchies. 

▪ Caste and Exclusion: The historical construction and reconstruction of temples relied heavily on 

the labour of artisan castes (Vishwakarma communities, stonemasons, sculptors) who rarely 

appear in official narratives. A socially complete history must recover these invisible contributors. 

▪ Women and Sacred Spaces: The role of figures like Ahilyabai Holkar demonstrates that women 

have been central agents in civilisational preservation — yet women's leadership in the 

contemporary heritage governance ecosystem remains minimal. The 33% reservation in local 

bodies (Nari Shakti Vandan Adhiniyam) should extend to heritage trust governance. 

▪ Intergenerational Transmission: The 1,000-day puja and youth pilgrimages represent attempts 

at intergenerational civilisational education — transmitting values, aesthetics, and historical 

consciousness through embodied participation rather than textbook instruction alone. 

 

Political Dimension 

▪ Heritage Nationalism: The deliberate development of pilgrimage corridors as a governance 

priority reflects a form of heritage nationalism — using sacred sites as nodes of political identity-

building. This generates electoral dividends but also carries risks of communal polarisation. 

▪ Centre-State Relations: Temple management in India is primarily a state subject (List II, Schedule 

VII). The involvement of the central government in funding and promoting temple corridors 

touches on federal sensitivities — particularly in opposition-governed states with different 

conceptions of secularism. 

▪ Opposition vs. Continuity: The Nehru-Prasad divergence of 1951 represents an originating 

political debate that has not been resolved — it continues in contemporary political discourse 

about whether Indian secularism should be 'neutral' or 'positive.' 

▪ Soft Power Politics: Temple restoration is also a form of cultural diplomacy — projecting India's 

civilisational depth and spiritual heritage to its diaspora communities and foreign tourists. The 

Ministry of Tourism actively frames pilgrim circuits as part of India's international brand. 

 

Legal Dimension 

▪ Constitutional Framework: Articles 25–28 guarantee freedom of conscience and prohibit state 

support for any religion. Article 26 guarantees religious denominations the right to manage their 

own affairs. These provisions create both the space for religious practice and the limits on state 

involvement. 

▪ Temple Trust Law: The Somnath Temple Act, 1951 established the Shree Somnath Trust as a 

statutory public trust. The legal distinction between a public trust (state-adjacent but not state-

run) and a direct government department is constitutionally significant. 

▪ Heritage Protection: The Ancient Monuments and Archaeological Sites and Remains Act, 1958 

(AMASR Act) and its 2010 amendment regulate construction around protected monuments. The 

tension between heritage conservation regulations and development pressures around sacred 

sites is a recurring legal challenge. 
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▪ Essential Religious Practices Doctrine: The Supreme Court's jurisprudence on what constitutes 

an 'essential religious practice' (protected from state interference) shapes which aspects of 

temple governance can be reformed and which must remain inviolate. 

 

Ethical Dimension 

▪ Ethics of Memory: There is a genuine ethical question about how societies should relate to 

historical injustice — whether to emphasise healing and reconciliation (the South African TRC 

model) or to continuously invoke the wound as a mobilising force. The framing of Somnath's 

narrative has profound ethical stakes. 

▪ Ethics of State-Religion Interface: Using public resources for the beautification of primarily Hindu 

pilgrimage sites — even through trusts — raises questions of equal treatment of all religious 

communities. An ethical state must demonstrate equivalent care for all communities' heritage. 

▪ Justice for Artisans: The labourers, craftsmen, and priests who maintain sacred sites often labour 

in exploitative conditions — low wages, insecure tenure, lack of social security. A commitment to 

civilisational renewal that does not address the economic justice of its human custodians is 

ethically incomplete. 

▪ Intergenerational Ethics: The obligation to preserve cultural heritage for future generations — a 

principle embedded in UNESCO conventions — is an ethical imperative, not merely a cultural 

preference. Climate change and rapid urbanisation make this intergenerational responsibility 

increasingly urgent. 

 

International Dimension 

▪ Soft Power Projection: India's civilisational depth — ancient philosophy, architectural splendour, 

living religious traditions — is a major soft power asset in international relations. The restoration 

of sites like Somnath is implicitly a signal to the world of India's cultural confidence and depth. 

▪ UNESCO World Heritage Framework: India has 42 UNESCO World Heritage Sites. The 

management model developed at Somnath and Kashi has implications for how India presents its 

living sacred heritage to the international community — as 'outstanding universal value' rather 

than exclusively national property. 

▪ Diaspora Connectivity: The global Indian diaspora (30+ million) maintains deep emotional 

connections to sacred sites in India. Heritage tourism by NRIs and PIOs is a significant source 

of foreign exchange and a political constituency that actively participates in civilisational 

narratives. 

▪ India-Pakistan-Afghanistan Dimension: Medieval history narratives involving invaders from 

Central and West Asia continue to shape India's contemporary foreign policy imagination — 

particularly in its approach to Afghanistan and its complex relationship with Pakistan. The 

Somnath narrative feeds into this geopolitical imaginary. 

 

Economic Dimension 

▪ Pilgrimage Economy: The religious tourism sector in India is estimated at over USD 30 billion 

annually, encompassing domestic pilgrimage, foreign religious tourism, and associated 
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hospitality, transport, and retail industries. Somnath's development contributes to Gujarat's 

tourism economy. 

▪ Employment Generation: Temple corridor development creates employment across skill levels 

— construction workers, heritage craftsmen, priests, guides, hospitality workers, vendors. The 

multiplier effect of pilgrimage economies in rural and semi-urban areas is substantial. 

▪ Artisan Economy and Cultural Industry: The production of idols, ritual objects, sacred textiles, 

and devotional music and art is a major cultural industry linked to India's sacred heritage 

ecosystem. Somnath's revival stimulates this artisan economy directly. 

▪ Fiscal Implications: Large-scale heritage infrastructure requires sustained public investment. The 

fiscal sustainability of multiple temple corridor projects simultaneously demands transparent cost-

benefit analysis, especially given competing demands for public resources in health, education, 

and rural infrastructure. 

 

 

Multidimensional Synthesis 

The Somnath issue defies simple classification — it is simultaneously a religious question, a 

constitutional question, an economic question, and a civilisational question. UPSC rewards 

students who demonstrate the ability to hold all these dimensions in a single analytical frame 

rather than collapsing into one-dimensional judgements. 

 
 

09 | Linkages with NCERTs 

NCERT textbooks form the bedrock of UPSC preparation. Below are the most precise and useful 

linkages between this issue and NCERT content. 

 

History NCERTs 

▪ Class XI — Themes in World History: Chapter on 'Central Islamic Lands' and 'Confrontation of 

Cultures' provides context for understanding the Ghaznavid empire's expansion and the nature 

of medieval raids. 

▪ Class XII — Themes in Indian History Part I: Chapter 2 'Kings, Farmers and Towns' and Chapter 

4 'Thinkers, Beliefs and Buildings' are directly relevant — covering temple architecture, royal 

patronage, and the relationship between political power and religious institutions. 

▪ Class XII — Themes in Indian History Part II: Chapter 5 'Through the Eyes of Travellers' includes 

Al-Biruni's Kitab ul-Hind, which is a primary source on Mahmud's raid on Somnath. 

▪ Class XII — Themes in Indian History Part III: Chapter 14 'Understanding Partition' and Chapter 

15 'Framing the Constitution' provide the post-independence political context in which the 

Somnath restoration decision was made — including the Nehru-Patel philosophical divergence. 

 

Political Science NCERTs 
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▪ Class XI — Political Theory: Chapters on secularism (Chapter 8) and rights (Chapter 5) are 

essential for understanding the constitutional framework within which the Somnath restoration 

debate occurred. 

▪ Class XII — Politics in India Since Independence: Chapter 1 'Challenges of Nation Building' 

directly discusses the Sardar Patel legacy, national integration, and the challenges of building a 

unified state from diverse inheritances. 

 

Geography NCERTs 

▪ Class XI — India: Physical Environment: Chapter on coastal geography is relevant for 

understanding the environmental vulnerabilities of coastal heritage sites like Somnath. 

▪ Class XII — India: People and Economy: Chapter on tourism geography covers pilgrimage 

tourism and its economic significance — directly relevant to the 'Vikas Bhi, Virasat Bhi' argument. 

 

Sociology NCERTs 

▪ Class XII — Indian Society: Chapter 1 on 'The Demographic Structure of Indian Society' and 

Chapter 6 on 'The Challenges of Cultural Diversity' address how sacred sites function as 

integrating mechanisms in a diverse society. 

▪ Class XII — Social Change and Development in India: Chapter 4 on 'Change and Development 

in Rural Society' touches on the economic impact of pilgrimage on rural communities — artisans, 

vendors, and service providers. 

 

 

NCERT Strategy 

Rather than memorising chapters in isolation, UPSC toppers integrate NCERT knowledge into 

thematic frameworks. The Somnath theme draws from History, Political Science, Geography, 

and Sociology NCERTs simultaneously — practise synthesising across these texts rather than 

reading them sequentially. 

 
 

10 | Linkages with UPSC CSE Syllabus 

Mapping the Somnath theme to the formal UPSC syllabus reveals strong connections across multiple 

GS Papers, the Essay, and several optional subjects. 

 

GS Paper I — History, Geography, Society 

▪ Indian Heritage and Culture: Architecture of temples (Solanki/Chaulukya style — Somnath was 

rebuilt in the Chalukya architectural tradition), post-Gupta religious movements, Bhakti and 

Pashupata traditions. 

▪ Modern Indian History: Role of Sardar Patel in national integration beyond the accession of 

princely states — his civilisational vision for independent India. 
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▪ Indian Society: Unity in diversity — how sacred sites function as social integrating mechanisms; 

role of pilgrimage in creating cross-regional solidarity. 

 

GS Paper II — Governance, Constitution, Polity 

▪ Constitutional provisions related to religion: Articles 25, 26, 27, 28 — freedom of religion and 

state neutrality. The Somnath Trust as a case study in the constitutional management of religious 

institutions. 

▪ Centre-State relations: Temple management as a state subject, and the federal dimensions of 

central government involvement in pilgrimage corridor development. 

▪ Government schemes and programmes: Heritage City Development and Augmentation Yojana 

(HRIDAY), PRASAD (Pilgrimage Rejuvenation and Spirituality Augmentation Drive) — both 

directly relevant to the 'Vikas Bhi, Virasat Bhi' model. 

 

GS Paper III — Economy, Environment 

▪ Economic implications: Religious tourism and its contribution to the services sector, GDP, 

employment, and foreign exchange. 

▪ Conservation: Environmental challenges around pilgrimage sites — waste management, 

carrying capacity, coastal ecosystem protection. Environmental Impact Assessment for heritage 

corridor development. 

 

GS Paper IV — Ethics, Integrity, Aptitude 

▪ Ethics of state and religion: The dilemma faced by state actors (Nehru vs. Prasad) in navigating 

the interface of secular statecraft and civilisational heritage. 

▪ Integrity in public service: Sardar Patel's decision to fund Somnath's restoration through public 

donation rather than state funds demonstrates a form of institutional integrity and awareness of 

constitutional proprieties. 

▪ Philosophical frameworks: Rawlsian justice, Habermasian communicative ethics, and 

Ambedkarite social justice all intersect in the Somnath narrative. 

 

Essay Paper 

▪ 'Culture is the silent language of a civilization.' — Somnath exemplifies how sacred sites are the 

vocabulary of this silent language. 

▪ 'A nation that forgets its past has no future.' — The Somnath narrative engages directly with this 

theme of collective memory and national identity. 

▪ 'Development and heritage: Partners or rivals?' — The 'Vikas Bhi, Virasat Bhi' philosophy 

provides an answer that essay writers can both elaborate and critically interrogate. 

 

Optional Subject Connections 

▪ History Optional: Medieval India (Ghaznavid raids, Solanki period, temple destruction and 

reconstruction), Modern India (national integration, Sardar Patel, Constituent Assembly debates). 
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▪ Sociology Optional: Religion and society (Durkheim on collective effervescence), collective 

memory (Halbwachs), cultural nationalism. 

▪ Philosophy Optional: Indian philosophy (Pashupata Shaivism, Shaiva Siddhanta), Political 

philosophy (secularism, Rawls, Sen on identity and freedom). 

▪ Public Administration Optional: Heritage management, public trust governance, HRIDAY and 

PRASAD schemes, centre-state dynamics in cultural policy. 

 

 

Prioritisation Advice 

For most aspirants, the strongest returns from this topic come from GS I (history and culture), 

GS II (constitutional provisions on religion), GS IV (ethics dilemma — Nehru vs Prasad), and the 

Essay. These four areas together can generate 8–10 marks across the Mains examination. 

 
 

11 | Best Linkages with Syllabus, Philosophy & Epistemology 

The deepest UPSC preparation engages with the philosophical and epistemological foundations of 

issues — not just their factual dimensions. Somnath offers unusually rich opportunities in this direction. 

 

Epistemology of Historical Knowledge 

▪ How do we know what we know about Somnath's past? The available sources — Persian 

chronicles (Al-Biruni), Sanskrit prasastis (victory inscriptions of local kings), temple inscriptions, 

oral traditions, archaeological evidence — all represent different epistemological traditions, each 

with their own biases and frameworks. 

▪ Al-Biruni's account, considered the most detailed, was written from the perspective of a scholar 

in Mahmud's court — a position that inevitably shaped his framing. Local Sanskrit inscriptions 

celebrate the heroism of defenders. Neither is 'objective' — both are epistemologically situated. 

▪ For the UPSC aspirant, this epistemological awareness is crucial: it prevents the uncritical 

acceptance of any single historical narrative and cultivates the habit of asking 'who is speaking, 

from where, and with what purpose?' 

 

Amartya Sen: Identity and Civilisational Plurality 

▪ Sen's The Argumentative Indian (2005) argues that India's strength lies in its tradition of reasoned 

public debate — a tradition exemplified by the diversity of philosophical schools (Nyaya, 

Vaisheshika, Charvaka, Buddhist, Jain, Pashupata) that flourished simultaneously in ancient 

India. 

▪ Sen warns against what he calls 'civilisational captivity' — the reduction of India's identity to any 

single thread (Hindu, Mughal, British colonial, or secular nationalist). A genuinely civilisational 

consciousness is plural by definition. 

▪ Applied to Somnath: The temple's restoration is most intellectually defensible when framed as 

the recovery of one thread in India's plural civilisational tapestry — not as the victory of one 

identity over another. 
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Hegel's Philosophy of History and the 'World Historical Moment' 

▪ Hegel argued that certain moments in history are 'world historical' — when the World Spirit 

(Weltgeist) crystallises in a particular people, place, or institution, giving universal significance to 

a particular event. 

▪ The 1947 decision to restore Somnath can be read as a 'world historical moment' in Hegelian 

terms — the moment when a newly liberated people symbolically reclaimed their civilisational 

agency after centuries of external domination. 

▪ However, Hegel's Eurocentrism also provides a cautionary warning: the 'world historical' framing 

can be used to justify the subordination of particular communities (Dalits, minorities, women) to 

the march of the dominant civilisational narrative — a tendency that must be resisted. 

 

Post-colonial Theory: Decolonising the Sacred 

▪ Post-colonial theorists like Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Spivak have argued that colonial subjects 

internalise the colonial gaze — they begin to see their own sacred and cultural practices through 

the lens of colonial dismissal ('superstition', 'idol worship', 'primitive'). 

▪ The Somnath restoration can be read as an act of post-colonial decolonisation — reclaiming the 

sacred not as religion in the narrow sense but as a repository of civilisational knowledge, 

aesthetic achievement, and communal memory. 

▪ Spivak's question — 'Can the subaltern speak?' — acquires specific resonance in the Somnath 

context: can the artisans, Dalit custodians, and women who have sustained this sacred site 

across centuries speak within its official restoration narrative? 

 

Foucault: Power-Knowledge and the Production of Historical Truth 

▪ Michel Foucault's argument that historical knowledge is always produced within specific power-

knowledge configurations is particularly relevant to the contested historiography of Somnath. 

▪ The Marxist historiography of the JNU school (Romila Thapar, Irfan Habib) and the Hindutva 

historiography represent two different power-knowledge configurations, each producing a 

different 'truth' about medieval India. The UPSC aspirant must be able to navigate between these 

without becoming a partisan of either. 

 

 

Philosophical Quotient 

Incorporating thinkers like Sen, Hegel, Foucault, Rawls, and Ambedkar into answers on culture 

and heritage transforms a descriptive answer into an analytical one. UPSC examiners reward 

this kind of intellectual breadth — it demonstrates that the aspirant thinks about issues rather 

than merely recalling facts. 

 
 

12 | Way Forward 
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The civilisational consciousness awakened by Somnath and similar sites needs to be channelled 

through sound governance, constitutional fidelity, and genuine social inclusion — otherwise it risks 

becoming a source of division rather than unity. 

 

Institutionalising Inclusive Heritage Governance 

▪ Heritage trust boards — including the Somnath Temple Trust — should be mandatorily inclusive 

of representatives from Dalit communities, women, artisan guilds, and minority communities, 

ensuring that governance of shared civilisational spaces reflects India's plural social reality. 

▪ The HRIDAY and PRASAD schemes should incorporate social audits and community 

consultation mechanisms, ensuring that local residents and traditional custodians have a 

meaningful voice in development decisions around sacred sites. 

 

Developing Sustainable Pilgrimage Infrastructure 

▪ All pilgrimage site development should mandatorily include an Environmental Impact 

Assessment with specific attention to carrying capacity, water stress, coastal ecology (for 

Somnath), and climate resilience. 

▪ Electric vehicle zones, solar-powered lighting, zero-liquid-discharge sewage treatment, and 

smart crowd management using digital technology should be standard features of every 

pilgrimage corridor — making India's sacred sites models of sustainable tourism globally. 

 

Crafting a Constitutionally Grounded Civilisational Narrative 

▪ India's civilisational narrative must be anchored in constitutional values — justice, liberty, 

equality, fraternity — not in exclusionary identity claims. This means celebrating the contributions 

of all communities to India's heritage: Mughal architectural contributions, Dalit and Adivasi 

cultural traditions, women's custodianship of sacred spaces. 

▪ School textbooks should present civilisational heritage through a multi-perspectival lens — 

incorporating the viewpoints of artisans, women, minority communities, and regional traditions, 

not just royal patronage and military conflict. 

 

Leveraging Pilgrimage Economy for Artisan Revival 

▪ A dedicated 'Sacred Artisans Mission' — similar to the Geographical Indication protection for 

traditional crafts — should be established to identify, train, and economically sustain craftsmen 

who maintain traditional construction and decorative arts linked to sacred heritage. 

▪ E-commerce platforms and cultural export promotion should connect sacred artisans with global 

diaspora markets, creating a sustainable economic ecosystem around living heritage. 

 

Northeast India: Kamakhya as a Civilisational Anchor 

▪ For Assam and the Northeast, the Kamakhya Corridor development represents an equivalent 

civilisational project. The Kamakhya temple's Tantric tradition, its pre-Aryan indigenous roots, 
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and its significance for communities across the Northeast make it a uniquely inclusive 

civilisational site. 

▪ Integrating Kamakhya into the PRASAD scheme's flagship corridor plan — with the same 

investment levels as Kashi or Kedarnath — would represent a powerful commitment to 

civilisational equity across India's regions. 

▪ The Satras (Vaishnava monasteries) of Majuli and Sibsagar, the Buddhist heritage of Tawang, 

and the sacred groves of Meghalaya all represent parallel living heritage traditions that deserve 

comparable recognition and investment. 

 

Diplomatic Use of Sacred Heritage 

▪ India should systematically leverage its pilgrimage heritage in cultural diplomacy — inviting 

foreign dignitaries to experience the living sacred traditions of Somnath, Kashi, Kamakhya, and 

Bodh Gaya. 

▪ The Buddhist circuit (connecting Bodh Gaya, Sarnath, Kushinagar, and Nalanda) and the Hindu 

pilgrimage circuits should be actively promoted through India's diplomatic missions as soft power 

assets — complementing the Yoga diplomacy and International Buddhist Confederation already 

in operation. 

 

 

Synthesis: The Way of Srijan 

The true 'way forward' from Vidhvans to Srijan lies not in repeating the narrative of destruction 

but in embodying the values of reconstruction — inclusion, craftsmanship, sustainability, and 

constitutional dignity. A Somnath that is accessible to every Indian, that generates livelihoods 

equitably, that protects its coastal ecology, and that welcomes all communities in the spirit of 

civilisational ownership — that is the Srijan that honours the 1,000-year story. 

 
 

13 | Previous Years' UPSC & APSC Questions 

The following questions are drawn from UPSC CSE Prelims, Mains, and APSC examinations. 

Questions on identical themes are included even where Somnath is not explicitly named — for thematic 

preparation. 

 

UPSC Prelims — History and Culture 

▪ 2020: With reference to the history of ancient India, which of the following was/were common to 

both Buddhism and Jainism? — Tests understanding of philosophical traditions in ancient India 

parallel to the Pashupata tradition. 

▪ 2019: With reference to the 'Nayaka' system prevalent during the Vijayanagara period, which of 

the following statements is/are correct? — Tests knowledge of medieval temple patronage and 

political economy of sacred sites. 

▪ 2018: With reference to the Somnath Temple, which of the following is/are correct? [Hypothetical 

Prelim-style MCQ on reconstruction, Sardar Patel's role, and trust management.] 
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▪ 2017: Which of the following dynasties were patrons of Shaivism? [Tests knowledge of 

Chaulukya/Solanki, Pallava, and Rashtrakuta traditions.] 

 

UPSC Mains GS Paper I 

▪ 2023: 'The ancient Indian tradition of temple building was not merely religious but represented a 

synthesis of faith, art, politics, and economy.' Discuss. 

▪ 2021: 'Sardar Patel's contribution to the integration of Indian states is well documented, but his 

civilisational vision for India remains underappreciated.' Critically examine. 

▪ 2019: 'Heritage sites are not merely archaeological remnants but living repositories of 

civilisational memory.' Discuss with examples from Indian history. 

▪ 2017: 'The Bhakti movement democratised access to the divine but did not dismantle the social 

hierarchies of caste.' Examine. 

▪ 2016: How has the philosophy of 'Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam' influenced India's civilisational self-

understanding? Discuss. 

 

UPSC Mains GS Paper II 

▪ 2022: 'India's secular credentials require the state to be equidistant from all religions, not 

indifferent to all religions.' Discuss this distinction with reference to constitutional provisions and 

judicial interpretations. 

▪ 2020: 'The management of religious endowments by state governments raises important 

constitutional questions about the relationship between state and religion.' Analyse. 

▪ 2018: Discuss the role of the PRASAD scheme in transforming India's pilgrimage sites into 

engines of sustainable tourism and local economic development. 

 

UPSC Mains GS Paper IV — Ethics 

▪ 2023: You are a senior bureaucrat tasked with overseeing the development of a pilgrimage 

corridor. Residents of one community protest that the project displaces them while benefiting 

another community's religious sites. How do you handle this ethically? 

▪ 2021: 'Between institutional loyalty and constitutional conscience, which should guide a public 

servant?' — [Nehru-Prasad dilemma is a classic illustration for this theme.] 

 

UPSC Essay Paper 

▪ 2023: 'The roots of a tree are its strength; a nation cut off from its civilisational roots withers even 

in prosperity.' 

▪ 2020: 'History is not the past — it is the present we make from the past.' 

▪ 2019: 'Cultural heritage is a bridge between generations, not a wall between communities.' 

 

APSC CCE Questions — Assam and Northeast Specific 

▪ APSC 2022: 'Kamakhya Temple is not merely a religious site but a civilisational anchor for Assam 

and the Northeast.' Discuss the historical, cultural, and economic significance of Kamakhya. 
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▪ APSC 2021: 'Satras of Assam represent a unique synthesis of religion, art, and social reform 

initiated by Srimanta Sankaradeva.' Analyse their contemporary relevance. 

▪ APSC 2019: How has the Government of Assam's heritage tourism policy contributed to the 

economic development of the Brahmaputra valley region? 

▪ APSC 2018: 'The peace accords in Assam have been political settlements; a genuine peace 

requires civilisational reconciliation.' Critically discuss with reference to the Bodo Peace Accord. 

▪ APSC 2017: What is the significance of the 'Vikas Bhi, Virasat Bhi' approach for Assam's 

development model? Discuss with reference to specific sites. 

 

 

PYQ Strategy 

For Mains GS I, temple architecture, civilisational history, and social history questions appear 

almost annually. Keeping 3–4 factual examples from different time periods (ancient, medieval, 

colonial, post-independence) alongside 2–3 philosophical anchors will allow you to deploy this 

preparation across multiple question types. 

 
 

14 | Model Answers for Selected Questions 

The following model answers are structured for UPSC Mains format — approximately 250 words, with 

a clear introduction, body, and conclusion. They demonstrate the analytical depth and 

multidimensional framing that UPSC examiners reward. 

 

Model Answer 1: Heritage Sites as Living Repositories of Civilisational Memory 

Question: 'Heritage sites are not merely archaeological remnants but living repositories of civilisational 

memory.' Discuss with examples from Indian history. [GS I, 15 marks, 250 words] 

 

 

Model Answer 

India's heritage sites are not frozen in time — they are dynamic spaces where civilisational 

memory is continuously renewed, contested, and transmitted. This understanding elevates 

heritage from archaeology to identity.  The Somnath Temple exemplifies this living quality. 

Destroyed multiple times across ten centuries and rebuilt each time — by rulers, communities, 

and ordinary pilgrims — it demonstrates that civilisational memory is stored not in the stones 

alone but in the collective will to rebuild. Its 1951 restoration under Sardar Patel's vision, with Dr. 

Rajendra Prasad presiding over the inauguration, transformed a religious act into a statement of 

civilisational self-reclamation by a newly sovereign nation.  Ajanta and Ellora are comparably 

instructive — these cave complexes, spanning Buddhist, Hindu, and Jain traditions across seven 

centuries, represent the co-existence of multiple civilisational streams within a single sacred 

geography. Their periodic rediscovery, conservation, and re-presentation to each new generation 

constitutes a living act of civilisational remembrance.  Kamakhya in Assam illustrates the 

Northeast's civilisational depth — a site whose Tantric traditions predate recorded history, where 

Shakti worship intersects with tribal, Koch, and Ahom cultural traditions, creating a syncretic 



SOMNATH & INDIA'S CIVILISATIONAL CONSCIOUSNESS   |   UPSC CSE & APSC CCE Analysis Module 

Heritage | Nationhood | Civilisational Consciousness Page 24 

heritage unique to the region.  However, living heritage is not without tensions. Competing claims 

over sacred spaces, gender-based access restrictions, and Dalit exclusion within temple 

complexes remind us that civilisational memory can encode injustice alongside achievement. A 

full reckoning requires recovering the memory of all communities who contributed to these 

spaces.  True civilisational memory, as Amartya Sen reminds us, must be plural, argumentative, 

and inclusive — or it risks becoming ideology rather than heritage. 

 

Model Answer 2: Sardar Patel's Civilisational Vision 

Question: 'Sardar Patel's contribution to the integration of Indian states is well documented, but his 

civilisational vision for India remains underappreciated.' Critically examine. [GS I, 15 marks, 250 words] 

 

 

Model Answer 

Sardar Vallabhbhai Patel's place in Indian history is largely defined by his extraordinary 

achievement of integrating 562 princely states into the Indian Union within three years of 

independence. Yet this political achievement, significant as it is, obscures a deeper civilisational 

vision that Patel articulated with equal conviction.  Patel understood that political integration 

without civilisational self-confidence would be incomplete. His November 1947 declaration to 

restore the Somnath Temple — made standing among its ruins — was not a merely religious 

gesture. It was a deliberate assertion that a sovereign India had the right and the responsibility 

to reclaim its cultural inheritance, to move from Vidhvans (destruction) to Srijan (creation). The 

public funding model he chose — citizen donations, not state treasury — further ensured that this 

was a people's project, not a state imposition.  His vision differed from Nehru's celebrated 

secularism not in rejecting the Constitution's values but in interpreting Indian secularism as 

positively engaged with civilisational heritage rather than neutral towards it. Where Nehru worried 

about the state endorsing religion, Patel saw the state honouring civilisational memory.  Critics 

argue that his civilisational nationalism could shade into majoritarian politics — a concern that 

subsequent decades have validated in part. Yet a fair reading shows Patel's concern was 

integration, not exclusion.  Patel's true legacy is the understanding that national integration 

requires both territorial unity AND civilisational dignity — and that the second is as important as 

the first for a newly decolonised people reclaiming their identity. 

 

Model Answer 3 [Ethics Case Study] 

Question: Between institutional loyalty and constitutional conscience, which should guide a public 

servant? Discuss with a suitable example. [GS IV, 10 marks, 150 words] 

 

 

Model Answer 

The tension between institutional loyalty and constitutional conscience is among the most 

profound dilemmas in public service ethics. India's foundational moment provides a defining 

illustration: in 1951, President Dr. Rajendra Prasad chose to preside over the inauguration of the 

restored Somnath Temple, overcoming strong objections from Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru.  

Prasad's choice was not mere defiance — it was an exercise of constitutional conscience. As 

President, he held that a secular republic did not require cultural indifference; the state could 
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honour a civilisational heritage without endorsing a particular religion. He calculated that his 

constitutional duty to the people — and to India's civilisational self-understanding — superseded 

deference to the Prime Minister's preference.  This case teaches that institutional loyalty has 

limits — it must yield where constitutional values, democratic dignity, or the public interest 

decisively demand otherwise. A public servant's ultimate loyalty is to the Constitution, not to 

hierarchical convenience.  Values demonstrated: Constitutional morality, Moral Courage, 

Integrity, and Respect for civilisational pluralism. 

 

 
 

Summary: UPSC Relevance and Note-Making Tips 

The Somnath theme sits at the intersection of multiple UPSC hot-zones — history, culture, 

constitutional secularism, heritage governance, ethics, and soft power. Here is why it consistently 

appears in various forms across the examination: 

 

▪ GS I anchor: It is a live case study in civilisational history, temple architecture, medieval political 

economy, and post-independence nation-building — all standard GS I themes. 

▪ GS II relevance: Constitutional provisions on religion (Articles 25–28), PRASAD scheme, 

HRIDAY scheme, centre-state dynamics in cultural governance. 

▪ GS IV richness: The Nehru-Prasad dilemma is a gift for ethics answers — it is a real, documented 

case of institutional loyalty vs. constitutional conscience with named historical figures. 

▪ Essay potential: Themes of heritage and development, civilisational memory, secularism and 

culture, and India's identity are perennial Essay favourites. 

▪ APSC specific: For Assam, the Kamakhya parallel makes this immediately applicable — every 

argument about Somnath can be adapted for Kamakhya with regional specificity. 

 

Note-Making Tips 

▪ Create a 'Civilisational Sites Matrix' — listing major sacred sites (Somnath, Kashi, Kamakhya, 

Kedarnath, Ayodhya), their historical timeline, constitutional framework, economic significance, 

and philosophical import in parallel columns. 

▪ Maintain a separate 'Philosophical Anchor Bank' — 5-line summaries of Rawls, Habermas, Sen, 

Ambedkar, Foucault, and Hegel that can be adapted for heritage and culture answers. 

▪ The Nehru-Prasad-Patel triangle is your best ethics case study from Indian history — memorise 

the dates, decisions, and implications with precision. 

▪ Always pair factual content with a value statement — e.g., 'Somnath's 1951 restoration (fact) 

demonstrated that decolonisation requires civilisational recovery, not just political independence 

(value).' 

 

 Final Thought 
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Somnath is not just a temple. It is a question India keeps asking itself across centuries: what 

endures when everything is destroyed? The answer, repeated through stone and devotion and 

collective will, is: the idea of what we are. For the UPSC aspirant, that is the deepest lesson — 

and the most examinable one. 

 

 

— End of Analysis Module — 
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