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Abstract

Shakti Peethas hold immense religious, cultural, and historical significance in India as sacred
centres of faith and pilgrimage. Beyond their spiritual importance, these institutions also
function within a complex legal and administrative framework shaped by constitutional values,
statutory regulations, and governance mechanisms. This paper examines the legal-
administrative dimensions of Shakti Peethas with particular focus on the interrelationship
between the Constitution of India and state governance. It analyses how constitutional
provisions relating to freedom of religion, secularism, equality, and cultural heritage influence
the management and regulation of these sacred institutions.

The study further explores the role of state authorities in matters such as temple administration,
financial accountability, land management, public order, tourism development, and
preservation of heritage sites. It highlights the challenges of balancing religious autonomy with
the need for transparency, accountability, and efficient governance. The paper also considers
the socio-economic contribution of Shakti Peethas through pilgrimage-based economies,
employment generation, and regional development.

The paper concludes that a balanced governance model rooted in constitutional principles can
ensure both the protection of religious traditions and the promotion of public welfare.
Keywords: Shakti Peethas, Temple Administration, Legal Framework, Constitutional

Governance, Religious Freedom, Cultural Heritage, State Regulation.
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1. Introduction

India has long been acknowledged as a country rich in spirituality, religious diversity, and
sacred customs, where social life is intricately entwined with faith and culture. Among the
various religious traditions of Hinduism, the worship of Goddess Shakti occupies a central and
enduring position. Shakti Peethas have great religious, cultural, and historical significance
since they are considered sacred dwellings of the divine feminine force. According to Hindu
mythology, these holy sites originated from the places where the body parts of Goddess Sati
fell during Lord Shiva’s cosmic dance of destruction following the yajna of Daksha Prajapati.
Spread across different parts of India and neighbouring countries, these pilgrimage centers
continue to attract millions of devotees every year, making them powerful symbols of faith and
spiritual devotion.

In addition to their religious and mythical significance, Shakti Peethas have developed into
important sociocultural organizations that have an impact on regional growth and local
communities. These temples make significant contributions to social welfare programs,
education, humanitarian endeavors, employment creation, pilgrimage tourism, and cultural
heritage preservation. They have become institutions of significant administrative and
economic importance because to their increasing public relevance, large gifts, and management
of valuable holdings.

Despite their importance, scholarly discussions have largely focused on the spiritual and
historical dimensions of Shakti Peethas, while their legal and administrative aspects remain
comparatively underexplored. In modern India, the governance of religious institutions has
become an important constitutional issue, particularly where public interest, transparency,
accountability, and state regulation intersect with religious autonomy.

The Constitution of India guarantees freedom of religion under Articles 25 and 26, ensuring
the right to profess, practice, and manage religious affairs. Simultaneously, it empowers the
State to regulate secular and administrative activities associated with religious institutions in
the interests of public order, morality, social welfare, and efficient management. Consequently,
the administration of Shakti Peethas has evolved through a dynamic interaction between
constitutional principles, legislative enactments, judicial interpretations, and administrative
mechanisms.

A legal-administrative examination of Shakti Peethas becomes relevant and essential in this
situation. This paper aims to analyze the role of the State in temple administration, look at the

constitutional and governance framework governing these holy establishments, and assess the
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careful balance India's constitutional system maintains between administrative control and

religious freedom.

2. Historical and Religious Significance of Shakti Peethas

According to Hindu mythology, Shakti Peethas originated from the story of Goddess Sati. It is
believed that when Lord Shiva carried the body of Sati, different body parts fell at various
places, which became sacred sites known as Shakti Peethas.

The concept of Shakti Peethas originates from ancient Hindu scriptures and Puranic literature.
The mythology associated with Shakti Peethas is primarily derived from the Devi Bhagavata
Purana, Kalika Purana, and Tantra Chudamani. It is believed that there are 51 or 52 Shakti
Peethas spread across the Indian subcontinent.

These pilgrimage centers have historically functioned as spiritual, educational, and cultural
institutions. Kings and local rulers often patronized temples by granting lands and financial
support. During medieval and colonial periods, temple administration became increasingly
institutionalized.

Under British rule, religious institutions came under indirect state supervision, especially
regarding property management and public order. After independence, state governments
enacted various temple administration laws to regulate public temples and ensure transparency

in administration.

Some prominent Shakti Peethas include:
= Kamakhya Temple (Assam)
=  Vaishno Devi (Jammu & Kashmir)
= Kalighat (Kolkata)
= Jwala Ji (Himachal Pradesh)
= Harsiddhi (Ujjain)

These temples are major centres of pilgrimage and cultural identity.

3. Constitutional Framework Governing Religious Institutions
The Constitution of India establishes a secular framework that respects all religions while

allowing reasonable state regulation.
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3.1 Freedom of Religion
Articles 25 and 26 of the Constitution guarantee freedom of religion and the right to manage
religious affairs. Devotees have the right to worship freely, while religious denominations have
autonomy in managing institutions. However, this right is subject to:

e Public order

e Morality

e Health

e Other Fundamental Rights
The State may regulate secular activities associated with religious practice.
Article 26: Freedom to Manage Religious Affairs grants religious denominations the right:

e To establish and maintain religious institutions

e To manage their own religious affairs

e To own and acquire property

e To administer such property according to law
Shakti Peethas administered by religious trusts or temple boards derive significant protection
under this provision.
Article 27 prohibits compelling citizens to pay taxes specifically for promoting any religion.

Article 28 regulates religious instruction in educational institutions maintained by the State.

3.2 Equality and Non-Discrimination
Article 14 ensures equality before law. Temple administration must function fairly without

discrimination on the basis of caste, gender, or social status.

3.3 Secularism
India follows a model of principled secularism where the State maintains equal respect for all
religions. State regulation of temples is not interference in religion but an effort to ensure public

accountability.

3.4 Cultural Heritage Protection
Articles 49 and 51A(f) emphasize preservation of monuments and heritage. Many Shakti

Peethas are ancient heritage structures requiring conservation.
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4. Legal Framework for Temple Administration
Various states in India have enacted laws regulating Hindu religious institutions. These laws
aim to ensure proper administration, financial accountability, and prevention of
mismanagement.
Some important legislation includes:

e Tamil Nadu Hindu Religious and Charitable Endowments Act, 1959

e Andhra Pradesh Charitable and Hindu Religious Institutions and Endowments Act,

1987

e Karnataka Hindu Religious Institutions and Charitable Endowments Act, 1997

e Madhya Pradesh Public Trusts Act, 1951

o These statutes generally provide for:

e Appointment of trustees

¢ Financial auditing

e Management committees

e Government supervision

e Protection of temple property
Many Shakti Peethas fall under such statutory frameworks depending upon their location and

nature of administration.

5. Administrative Structure of Shakti Peethas
The administration of Shakti Peethas varies from state to state. Generally, management may
be conducted through:

e Temple trusts

e State-controlled boards

e Priestly bodies

o Endowment departments

e Autonomous committees

o
Administrative responsibilities include:

e Maintenance of temple property

e Conduct of rituals

e Crowd management

e Financial administration
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e Security arrangements

e Preservation of heritage structures

With increasing pilgrimage tourism, administrative authorities are also responsible for:

e Sanitation

¢ Disaster management

e Public safety

e Environmental protection

¢ Digital management systems
Large temples receive substantial donations. Proper auditing, transparency, and lawful
utilization of funds are necessary for public trust.The use of technology such as online
donations, e-darshan, and digital accounting has modernized temple governance in recent

years.

6. Role of Government Public Administration
The government plays a facilitative role rather than a religious role. Its responsibilities
include:

e Infrastructure development (roads, sanitation, transport)

e Tourism promotion

e Heritage conservation

e Security deployment

e Environmental regulation

e Regulation of surrounding commercial activities
Several pilgrimage development schemes have been initiated by central and state governments
for improving facilities around temples and pilgrimage routes.

Example: Pilgrimage circuits and tourism schemes often include major Shakti Peethas.

Public administration also collaborates with:
e Archaeological Survey of India
e Tourism departments
e Local municipal bodies
e Police administration

e Disaster management authorities
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Comparative Perspective
Religious institutions worldwide are governed through varying legal models:
e Strict separation between religion and state
e State-supported religious administration
e Autonomous religious governance
India follows a model of principled secularism where the State may intervene for reform,
welfare, and public administration while respecting religious freedom.
This model seeks to balance:
e Constitutional values
e Public accountability

e Religious traditions

7. Challenges in Governance

7.1 Balancing Autonomy and Regulation

Religious institutions seek autonomy, while public interest demands regulation.
7.2 Corruption and Mismanagement

Lack of transparency may lead to financial irregularities.

7.3 Commercialization of Faith

Over-commercialization through shops, VIP culture, and excessive fees may harm spiritual
sanctity.

7.4 Environmental Concerns

Plastic waste, overcrowding, and unplanned construction damage sacred spaces.
7.5 Gender and Social Inclusion

Modern constitutional values require inclusive access while respecting tradition.

8. Socio-Economic Impact
Shakti Peethas significantly contribute to local economies through:
e Tourism revenue
e Employment generation
e Handicraft and local markets
e Hotels and transport services
e Rural and regional development

Pilgrimage-based economies sustain thousands of families.
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9.Judicial Interpretation and Role of Judiciary
The judiciary has played a significant role in defining the limits of state intervention in religious
institutions.
Commissioner, Hindu Religious Endowments v. Sri Lakshmindra Thirtha Swamiar (1954)
In this landmark case, the Supreme Court distinguished between:
o Essential religious practices
e Secular administrative activities
The Court held that the State may regulate secular matters but cannot interfere in essential

religious affairs.

Shirur Mutt Case
The judgment emphasized that religious denominations possess autonomy under Article 26.
Sabarimala Case (Indian Young Lawyers Association v. State of Kerala, 2018)
Though not directly related to Shakti Peethas, this case highlighted constitutional tensions
between:

e Religious freedom

e Gender equality

o Constitutional morality
The judgment demonstrated the evolving constitutional approach toward religious

institutions.

Governance Challenges in Shakti Peethas

Despite constitutional and statutory safeguards, several governance challenges remain.

Financial Mismanagement

Large temples receive substantial donations, leading to concerns regarding:
e Transparency
e Corruption

e Misuse of funds
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Political Interference
Government control over temple boards sometimes results in political influence in
appointments and administration.
Heritage Preservation
Many Shakti Peethas are ancient structures requiring conservation and archaeological
protection.
Pilgrimage Management
Heavy crowds during festivals create challenges relating to:
e Safety
e Infrastructure
e Traffic management
e Environmental sustainability
Conflict Between Religious Autonomy and State Regulation

Balancing constitutional secularism with religious independence remains a continuing debate.

10. Suggestions and Reforms
To improve governance of Shakti Peethas, the following reforms may be considered:
1. Greater transparency in financial management
. Digitization of temple administration
. Independent auditing mechanisms
. Professional training for administrative staff

. Heritage conservation with expert involvement

2

3

4

5

6. Reduced political interference
7. Improved pilgrimage infrastructure

8. Community participation in governance

9. Sustainable environmental practices, Eco-friendly pilgrimage models.
10. Uniform administrative standards for major pilgrimage institutions
11. Establish autonomous yet accountable temple boards.

12. Mandatory annual public audits of temple funds.

13. Digital donation and transparency systems.

14. Better crowd and disaster management technology.

15. Inclusive access policies consistent with constitutional values.
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Conclusion

Shakti Peethas represent an important intersection between religion, culture, law, and
governance in India. Their administration involves constitutional protections, statutory
regulations, judicial oversight, and public administration mechanisms. While the Constitution
guarantees religious freedom and institutional autonomy, the State retains authority to regulate
secular aspects of temple management for ensuring transparency, public welfare, and social
reform.

The governance of Shakti Peethas therefore reflects the broader constitutional philosophy of
Indian secularism, which neither completely separates religion from the State nor allows
unrestricted control by religious authorities. Instead, it promotes a balanced approach aimed at
protecting both religious traditions and constitutional values.

In the modern era, effective administration of Shakti Peethas requires transparency,
accountability, technological modernization, and respect for cultural heritage. A cooperative
approach involving religious authorities, government institutions, judiciary, and civil society
can ensure that these sacred institutions continue to preserve India’s spiritual and cultural

legacy while functioning efficiently within the constitutional framework.
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