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Abstract 

The Hindu temple buildings have suffered serious damage under the influence of natural 
and (or) human factors, and its secular and religious functions no longer exist. Due to 
natural disasters and foreign armed forces, Hindu temples in northern India are 
destroyed more frequently than that in southern India, and have suffered more serious 
and tragic damage. 
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1. Introduction 

The so-called destruction of the Hindu temples refers to the fact that the Hindu temple buildings 
suffered serious damage in case of an emergency, which could no longer assume the religious 
and secular functions, and were faced with the fate of having to be rebuilt or being completely 
abandoned by believers. The destruction of a Hindu temple is caused by a variety of factors, 
which can be divided into natural factors and human factors. Sometimes these two factors alone 
lead to the destruction of a temple, and sometimes the combined effect leads to the destruction 
of a temple. The destruction of Hindu temples in northern India is much more serious than that 
in southern India. The most important reason is the frequent occurrence of natural disasters in 
northern India and its vulnerability to the invasion of foreign armed forces. The destruction of 
Hindu temples in southern India is less frequent because of fewer natural disasters and because 
the Vindhya Range, which lies between northern and southern India, are effective in deterring 
the aggression of foreign armed forces. As a result, numerous and ancient Hindu temples have 
been preserved so far. 

2. Natural Factors 

The Indian Ocean Tsunami in 2004 brought serious disasters to many countries in Southeast 
and South Asia, causing incalculable loss of life and property. During this natural disaster, some 
Hindu temples in India were damaged to varying degrees, including the Group of Monuments 
at Mahabalipuram built during the Pallava Dynasty and the Sun Temple in Konarak.1 As the 
pinnacle works in the history of Hindu temple and art, these two temples were listed in the 
world heritage list by UNESCO in 1984, and devastated in an unexpected natural disaster after 
thousands of years of change and the ordeal of time, which was really heartbreaking and 
regretful. 

Tsunami is just one of many natural factors that destroyed Hindu temples. Earthquakes, 
mudslides, landslides, floods, fires and so on are important factors in the destruction of many 
ancient Hindu temples. The destruction of Hindu temples by natural factors is a common 
phenomenon in northern India. As a result, many ancient Hindu temples in northern India have 
been destroyed and rebuilt several times. This is why most Hindu temples in northern India 
were built by modern people. There are many rivers, water networks and frequent floods in the 
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central plain, which can easily cause devastating damage to the local Hindu temples. Frequent 
earthquakes, mudslides and landslides often occurred in the Himalayas, which often destroyed 
many Hindu temples, and created the peculiar phenomenon that many Hindu temples in the 
Himalayas were made of wood rather than stone. This was partly because of the abundance of 
wood in the Himalayas, and partly because people came to realize that wood buildings were 
earthquake-resistant, so they abandoned the stone Hindu temples that were easily destroyed 
by earthquakes.  

3. Human Factors  

Hindu temple has a long historical evolution process, which, roughly speaking, has experienced 
four stages: origin, development, prosperity and destruction (decline). Influenced by the 
specific social and cultural environment, each stage presents unique characteristics, which is 
the reflection and concentration of politics, religion, economy and culture in a specific period. 
The destruction of Indian temples was related to ethnic migration and foreign invasion, which 
can be generally divided into the following stages: 

The first stage took place around 1500 B.C., the so-called “Aryans invading India”. The Aryans 
who invaded India conquered the original inhabitants, the Dravidians, and brought with them 
the Vedic religion and four Vedic books. Vedic religion is an important stage in the development 
and evolution of Hinduism, but it does not leave any remains of buildings, let alone any 
architectural elements of Hindu temples. 

The second stage took place in the 6th century BC, when the barbarians from Persia conquered 
northwest India, followed by Alexander the Great’s eastern expedition in 326 BC, which 
indirectly led to the birth of the Maurya Empire. The birth of the Maurya Empire directly gave 
birth to the prosperity of Buddhist architecture, which had a direct and significant impact on 
the Hindu temples. In the future, many features of Hindu temples can be found from the 
Buddhist grotto buildings created by Asoka. 

The third stage took place from the 13th century to the 16th century, when Turks and Afghan 
military nobles entered India and established the Delhi Sultanate (1206-1526) centered around 
Delhi.  

Delhi Sultanate ruled the country for 320 years, and brought Muslim architecture into India, 
which more or less affected Hindu temple buildings, and the destruction and plunder of the 
temples by Muslim armed forces was even more heartbreaking. 

The fourth stage was the Mughal Empire period (1526-1857). Mughal Empire brought a brand-
new architectural culture to India, and built a large number of castles, gardens and mausoleums, 
including the Taj Mahal built by Shah Jahan for his concubine, one of the greatest buildings in 
the history of architecture and art in the world. As a foreign empire from a heterogeneous 
cultural environment, the entry of the Mughal Empire into India undoubtedly caused a 
devastating blow to the local religious buildings. Aurangzeb, the emperor of the Mughal Empire, 
was a representative figure. 

These four stages of ethnic migration and foreign invasion, not surprisingly, were inextricably 
linked with Hindu temples. The invasion of Aryans brought the Vedism, one of the archetypes 
of Hinduism, and the four Vedic books became the texts of sacrificial rituals in Hindu temples 
in the future. The Greek invasion brought the technology of human body statue, which was 
widely used in temple buildings, resulting in numerous statues of gods in Hindu temples. The 
invasion of Muslim, on the one hand, brought new architectural style and technology, and on 
the other hand, brought irreparable destruction and disaster to Hindu temples. 

Islam, born in the desert of Saudi Arabia, is destined to change the face of Indian history. Islamic 
civilization is quite different from Indian civilization, and the meeting of the two is bound to be 
bloody. In just a century, from 622 to 997, Islam crossed North Africa and Spain, crossed the 
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Tigris and Euphrates rivers, and reached Persia and India at a surprising speed.2 After its arrival 
in this ancient land of India, Islam did not hesitate to mercilessly plunder and attack the Hindu 
temples, the most prominent symbol of Indian culture, causing catastrophic damage and 
incalculable loss to Indian civilization. 

The most fundamental reason for the mass destruction of temples by Muslim is that Islam is 
fundamentally different from Hinduism in many aspects, and the two cannot tolerate and 
integrate with each other. Hinduism is the most tolerant religion in the world. In history, it has 
continuously absorbed Buddhism, Jainism, Sikhism and various folk beliefs to enrich and 
develop itself, creating a complex, huge and contradictory doctrine. However, when Hinduism 
and Islam met, such a situation did not happen.3 Koran is the classic of Islam, while there are 
many Hindu scriptures, including Veda, Upanishad and Aranyaka, etc. Islam worships Allah as 
the only God, while Hinduism is philosophically monistic, and most believers are polytheists.4 
More importantly, Muslims hate idolatry, while Hindus are devout idolaters. The hatred of 
idolatry is bound to cause the Muslims who enter India to launch a campaign to destroy idolatry, 
causing unprecedented destruction to Hindu temples. As a result, all kinds of gods statues in 
Hindu pantheon naturally become the targets to be destroyed.  

In the long course of development and evolution, Hindu temples throughout India have 
accumulated a great deal of wealth. Wealth comes from a variety of sources, a large proportion 
of which are donations, either from the ruler of a kingdom or from the devout believers. Many 
devout Hindu Kings, out of the need for faith and rule, not only donated large amounts of gold 
and silver to temples, but also donated land, villages and other fixed assets. These fixed assets 
became a source of wealth for the temples, which often leased the land to local farmers for 
cultivation, and allocated the land rent to cover its daily expenses and to build public works 
(such as roads, reservoirs, etc.). In the traditional Hindu society, Hindu temples play an 
important role in the economic activities, and affect the traditional industries such as 
agriculture, animal husbandry, planting, etc. in specific regions in many aspects. 

Plundering wealth is one of the aims of Muslims to destroy Hindu temples. Mahmud (971-1030), 
known as the “Sword of Islam”, carried out no less than 17 armed attacks against India from 
997.5 Almost every winter, Mahmud would lead his army to leave the cold highland, Ghazni and 
arrive in India via Punjab, the land of five rivers. He plundered many Hindu temples and took 
away a large number of jewels, gold and women. Many cities with temples were looted in Ghazni, 
including Thanesar, Mathura, Kannauj, Nagarkote and Katiwar. With the wealth plundered, 
Ghazni, a remote corner, was turned into an Islamic cultural center.6 In contrast to the brutality 
of the Muslim soldiers, many Hindus watched their spiritual homeland to be destroyed, but they 
had no choice but to pray for the blessing of their beloved God, Shiva. In the name of jihad 
against the infidels and with the help of Allah, many Hindus lost their lives and many families 
were separated and displaced because of the cruel killing, rape and robbery of Mahmud’s 
Muslim army. After several conquest wars, Mahmud took over Punjab, the land of five rivers, 
and made it a stronghold for the Islamic invasion of India, which laid a solid foundation for the 
establishment of Delhi Sultanate and Mughal Empire in the future. 

In addition to plundering wealth, Muslims also used the building materials of Hindu temples for 
other purposes. After Qutb-ud-din conquered northern India and established the so-called 
Slave Dynasty, he and his successors began to build some Islamic buildings. The famous Qutb 
mosque was built during the short reign of Qutb-ud-din. No less than 27 Hindu temples were 
destroyed in the process of construction, and the building materials of these temples were used 
for the construction of Qutb mosque.7 

During the reign of the Mughal Empire (1526-1857), Hindu temple buildings were also 
destroyed to varying degrees. The Mughal Empire ruled India for more than 300 years, bringing 
unprecedented impact and influence to this ancient country. In terms of architecture, the 
Mughal people brought brand-new architectural mode and different architectural types, mainly 



Volume 1 Issue 10, 2020 

DOI: 10.6981/FEM.202010_1(10).0054 

358 

Frontiers in Economics and Management 

ISSN: 2692-7608 

including palaces, castles, mosques and mausoleums, which also left a deep foreign mark on 
Hindu temple buildings. There were 17 emperors of the Mughal Empire, among whom six 
emperors were important, namely Babur (1526-1530), Humayun (1530-1556), Akba (1556-
1605), Jahangir (1605-1627), Shah Jahan (1627 -1658) and Aurangzeb (1568-1707). The 
religious policies during the reign of various monarchs differed from each other. Some 
practiced tolerant religious policies, while others practiced extremely strict policies, and tried 
their best to exclude and attack religions other than Islam. Emperor Akbar implemented the 
policy of religious tolerance and recruited the able person with different beliefs during his reign. 
At that time, Buddhism, Christianity and Hinduism were treated equally and developed 
peacefully. The opposite was true under Aurangzeb, a fervent Islamic believer who often 
regarded other religions as heresies and ruthlessly oppressed and attacked them. Different 
religious policies of different monarchs led to different influence on the Hindu temple buildings 
in different periods of imperial rule, with a period of peaceful development and a period of 
irreversible destruction and plunder.  

Aurangzeb implemented strict religious policies, mercilessly suppressed and attacked 
Hinduism, damaged and destroyed Hindu temple buildings during this reign (1618-1707). 
According to relevant historical records, Aurangzeb was fanatical and regarded Islam as the 
only religion in the Empire. He kept destroying Hindu temples, including the important temples 
in Ayodhya, Mathura and Varanasi.8 Out of personal religious “pride and prejudice”, Aurangzeb 
ignored the fact that Hindus made up the vast majority of the empire’s population, and 
persecuted them almost crazily. His perverse behavior naturally caused strong dissatisfaction 
and resistance, and eventually led to the fate of the empire from prosperity to decline. After 
1707, the power and fortune of the Mughal Empire began to decline, and the reason for this was 
Aurangzeb’s folly in persecuting Hindus and destroying Hindu temples. In terms of dealing with 
religious beliefs, Emperor Akbar was much better than Aurangzeb. The former had close 
contact with many people who believed in different religions and often discussed belief issues 
with them. During the reign of Emperor Akbar, the national strength of the Empire reached an 
insurmountable peak, which was directly related to the tolerant religious environment of the 
time. 

To be fair, the destruction of Hindu temples by Muslims is more common in northern India, 
because Islam’s sphere of influence is mainly in northern India, and it is difficult to reach south 
India across the Vindhya Range. However, this does not mean that the Hindu temples in 
southern India have not suffered the attack from the Muslim armed forces. On the contrary, the 
Dravidian Hindu temples in southern India were also subject to plunder and destruction, 
though not as frequently as those in northern India. Madurai, located in today’s Tamil Nadu 
state, was the capital of Pandya Dynasty in history. The kings of this Hindu dynasty built many 
Hindu temples here, including the Meenakshi Temple, the most magnificent, the largest and the 
most artistically accomplished temple, which was once invaded by Muslim army. This 
unfortunate incident happened in 1310 A.D., when the Muslim army led by Malika Kafur, a 
general of the Delhi Sultanate, captured and plundered Madurai, which caused the king of the 
Pandya Dynasty to abandon his capital.9 It was in this relentless struggle that the world-
renowned Meenakshi Temple was robbed and plundered by the ferocious and extremely 
greedy Muslim soldiers. A large number of gold, silver and jewelry stored in the temple were 
looted, and the dazzling reliefs and statues of gods were cruelly broken, which was 
heartbreaking to local devout Hindus, who had no choice but to watch the sacred sculptures be 
destroyed. 

In addition, according to reliable historical records, Hindu temples in Elephant Island, 
Kanchepuram, Mahabalipuram, Badami, Aihole, Pattadakal, etc. suffered more or less damage 
and even destruction under the occupation of powerful Muslim armed forces. Objectively 
speaking, after the introduction of Islamic culture to the Indian subcontinent, the damage to the 
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traditional Hindu culture was shocking. Many Hindu temples with a long history and great 
artistic value disappeared forever in the war. It was a matter of great regret and heartbreak for 
Hindus, which objectively led to the separation between Hindus and Muslims in the future. The 
tragedy of “temple dispute” broke out in Ayodhya, a holy city of Hinduism in 1992, which caused 
a large number of casualties and property losses. The root of the tragedy was the barbaric 
destruction of Hindu temples by Muslim armed forces during the Mughal Empire period. 
Ayodhya is one of the famous holy cities of Hinduism and the birthplace of Ramayana, the 
master of Ramayana, where Ram temple was built historically. After the establishment of the 
Mughal Empire in 1526, the founding emperor Babur ordered to demolish the famous Ram 
Temple in 1528, and built the Babri Mosque on the original site. The building materials were 
partly from the demolished Rama Temple, and partly from the architectural components 
plundered from other temples. After that, Hindus of all ages regarded the demolition of the 
Rama Temple as a great disgrace and tried to tear down the Babri Mosque and rebuild the Rama 
Temple. As a result, countless Hindus and Muslims had bloody conflicts, which was the famous 
“temple dispute” in Indian history. 

4. Conclusions 

The Hindu temple is the most representative cultural symbol in India. There are many statues 
of gods, plants, animals, etc. in its architectural space. The symbolism contained in the statues 
is particularly profound and thought-provoking. The Hindu temple, which integrates 
architecture and art, is a complex of traditional Hindu society, history, culture, religion, politics 
and economy, and has both secular and religious functions, and has always been the supreme 
holy land in the minds of Hindus. However, in view of the dual effects of irresistible natural 
forces and avoidable human forces, Hindu temples have suffered varying degrees of destruction. 
In a word, due to the natural environment and the interference of foreign armed forces, the 
destruction of Hindu temples in northern India is more serious than that in southern India. In 
history, after the Islamic and Christian forces entered India, they all destroyed the Hindu 
temples in different degrees. Among them, the Islamic armed forces made an irreparable 
devastating blow to Hindu temples (mainly in northern India). 
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