
Best NCERT Books for UPSC Preparation

Description

Starting the preparation for the Civil Services Examination requires a clear understanding of the
fundamentals of each subject mentioned in the syllabus. The Union Public Service Commission tests
candidates on their conceptual clarity, analytical ability, and the capacity to link basic facts with current
developments. For a beginner, the massive volume of reference books can be overwhelming, making it
necessary to find a reliable and authentic source to build a strong foundation.

NCERT books serve as the foundational starting point for this journey. Written by experts and published
by the government, these textbooks explain complex topics in remarkably simple language. They cover
history, geography, polity, economy, and science in a manner that makes it easy to grasp core
principles before moving on to advanced study materials.

Many toppers and mentors emphasize that skipping these basic texts can leave gaps in conceptual
understanding. A candidate who builds a strong foundation through these books finds it much easier to
comprehend advanced reference materials and daily newspaper editorials.

NCERT Books: Basic Building Blocks for UPSC

Every building needs a strong foundation to support a massive structure, and the Civil Services
preparation framework operates on the same principle. The UPSC syllabus is vast, covering diverse
subjects from medieval history to complex economic policies. NCERT books act as the primary building
blocks because they introduce these subjects without technical jargon. They are designed for school
students, which means the language is accessible, explanations are gradual, and the focus remains on
building conceptual clarity rather than just presenting raw data.

For a candidate who did not study humanities after high school, picking up an advanced book on Indian
polity or economics can be confusing. Reading the school textbooks first bridges this gap. It familiarizes
the candidate with core terminology like inflation, secularism, continental drift, and constitutional
morality. Once these terms are understood, understanding advanced analysis becomes much easier.
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Why NCERT Books are Essential for UPSC

The examination patterns of recent years indicate that the Commission is shifting away from purely
factual questions toward conceptual ones. This trend is visible in both the Preliminary and Mains
stages. The textbooks published by the National Council of Educational Research and Training are
essential because they provide authentic, government-verified data and neutral perspectives on
historical and social issues.

Authenticity of Information: Since these are official publications, the facts, definitions, and
historical timelines mentioned in them are considered standard by the Commission. In case of any
dispute regarding a fact in the exam, the information in these textbooks is generally accepted as
the correct standard.
Simple Conceptual Clarity: They explain the â??whyâ?? and â??howâ?? behind phenomena.
For instance, instead of just stating the locations of industries, they explain the geographic and
economic factors that influence industrial location.
Neutral Viewpoint: The language used is balanced and objective, which is exactly the tone
candidates need to adopt in their Mains answer writing.

This point needs attention. Candidates often waste months memorizing high-level books only to realize
their basic concepts about the monsoon mechanism or fundamental rights are weak. Starting with these
school texts saves time in the long run.

Which NCERT Books to Read for UPSC Exam

It is a common misconception that a candidate must read every textbook from Class 6 to Class 12 for
every subject. This approach leads to information overload and exhaustion. A targeted selection is
necessary to ensure efficiency.

History

History requires a mix of old and new editions depending on the specific section of the syllabus.

Class 6 to 8 (New NCERTs): Good for developing a basic timeline of Ancient, Medieval, and
Modern Indian history.
Class 9 and 10 (New NCERTs): Essential for World History topics included in the Mains syllabus.
Class 11 and 12 (Old or New): The old editions by Bipan Chandra (Modern India), Satish
Chandra (Medieval India), and R.S. Sharma (Ancient India) are highly recommended for detailed
conceptual depth. The new Class 11 book â??An Introduction to Indian Artâ?? is indispensable
for Art and Culture.

Geography

Geography is highly conceptual, and the textbooks for this subject are perhaps the most critical of all.

Class 6 to 10: Useful for understanding basic terms, landforms, and general maps.
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Class 11 (Fundamentals of Physical Geography & India: Physical Environment): These two
books are the most important resources for physical and Indian geography. Most questions in the
exam are directly linked to the concepts explained here.
Class 12 (Fundamentals of Human Geography & India: People and Economy): Important for
human geography, demographics, resources, and economic geography.

Indian Polity

Polity requires an understanding of the working of the democratic system before reading the
constitution line by line.

Class 9 and 10 (Democratic Politics I & II): Good for beginners to understand democratic
principles and institutions.
Class 11 (Indian Constitution at Work): This specific book is vital. It explains the philosophy of
the constitution, fundamental rights, the executive, the legislature, and the judiciary with clear
examples.
Class 11 (Political Theory): Useful for developing an analytical mind for the Mains exam,
explaining concepts like liberty, equality, and justice.

Economy

Economic concepts can be abstract, making a gradual introduction necessary.

Class 9 and 10: Introduces basic ideas like sectors of the economy, food security, and
development.
Class 11 (Indian Economic Development): A critical text that provides a historical narrative of
the Indian economy from the eve of independence up to the post-1991 reforms. It helps
candidates understand the background of current economic issues.
Class 12 (Macroeconomics): Essential for understanding national income accounting, banking,
monetary policy, and government budget. The Microeconomics book can be skipped.

Science and Sociology

Science (Class 6 to 10): Covers basic physics, chemistry, and biology. Focus should be on
biological systems, environment, and everyday science applications.
Sociology (Class 11 and 12): The textbooks on Indian Society and Social Change and
Development in India are highly useful for the Social Issues section of General Studies Paper 1
and for Essay writing.

How to Read NCERT Books Effectively for UPSC

Merely reading these books like a storybook will not yield results. The reading process must be
structured to match the requirements of the Civil Services exam.

Now this becomes important. A strategic approach involves multiple rounds of reading, each with a
distinct objective.
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First Reading: Building Familiarity

The first reading should be quick and continuous. The objective here is not to memorize dates or make
notes, but simply to understand the narrative and get familiar with the subject matter. Avoid underlining
or highlighting during this stage, as everything might seem important initially.

Second Reading: Deep Understanding and Highlighting

The second reading should be slow and analytical. At this stage, keep the UPSC syllabus copy next to
you. Identify how the chapter aligns with specific syllabus topics. Now, begin highlighting key concepts,
terms, and core facts. Pay special attention to the boxes, diagrams, maps, and summaries provided at
the end of each chapter, as the Commission often picks questions directly from these sections.

Third Reading and Note-Making

Note-making should be deferred until the third reading. By this time, you will know what is truly
important and what can be omitted. Notes should be concise, written in your own words, and organized
syllabus-wise rather than book-wise. For example, merge notes on physical geography from Class 7
and Class 11 into a single topic folder.

Benefits of Studying NCERT Books for UPSC

The structured study of these books provides long-term advantages that reflect across all stages of the
examination process.

Clarity of Thought: By explaining topics from the absolute grass-roots level, these books
eliminate confusion about basic mechanisms, whether it is how a bill becomes a law or how
ocean currents move.
Direct Questions: Historical trends show that several questions in the Preliminary exam,
especially in Geography, History, and Science, are sourced directly from the sentences printed in
these textbooks.
Foundation for Answer Writing: The language used in these texts is simple yet precise.
Reading them regularly helps candidates learn how to explain complex socio-economic or political
arguments in brief, elegant paragraphs during the Mains exam.
Standard Terminology: Using the exact academic terms found in these books makes an answer
sound mature and structurally correct to the evaluator.

At this stage, one issue becomes clear. Without this foundation, a candidateâ??s answer writing style
may remain superficial, relying too heavily on news headlines rather than deep structural
understanding.

NCERTs: Connecting Concepts for a Strong UPSC Base

The ultimate value of these textbooks lies in their ability to act as a bridge to current affairs and
advanced reference materials. The Civil Services exam rarely asks isolated static questions; it tests the
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static background of a current event. For instance, if there is a discussion in the news about the office
of the Governor, the Commission might ask a conceptual question about the discretionary powers of
the Governor or the federal structure.

A candidate who has thoroughly analyzed â??Indian Constitution at Workâ?? will instantly connect the
current news with the constitutional provisions studied in the textbook. This ability to link the basic
foundation with daily dynamic news is what creates a high-scoring candidate. The basic books give you
the vocabulary and the structural framework; the newspapers and advanced material give you the
current examples and data to fill that framework.

UPSC Perspective

The utility of these basic textbooks differs across the distinct stages of the examination, and a
candidate must adjust their focus accordingly.

For the Preliminary exam, the focus is heavily on micro-facts, definitions, diagrams, and maps.
Candidates must look at these texts as sources of precise data. In Geography, every map and crop
condition matters. In History, specific terms used for administrative posts in ancient kingdoms are
critical.

For the Mains exam, the focus shifts toward the structural arguments, thematic flows, and balanced
viewpoints presented in the higher-class textbooks. The analytical discussions on social changes,
economic policies, and political theories help candidates frame well-rounded arguments in their
answers.

Prelims focus areas:

Definitions of economic terms like repo rate, inflation, and national income.

Geographical maps, physical features, river systems, and atmospheric layers.

Historical terms, art forms, temple architecture, and chronological markers.

Mains focus areas:

Socio-economic challenges facing post-independence India.

The structural evolution of the Indian Constitution and federal challenges.

Critical analysis of historical movements and their long-term impact on society.
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Common Student Confusion

The Misunderstanding: Many candidates believe they must memorize every single fact, date, and
story mentioned across all NCERT textbooks from Class 6 to 12 to clear the exam. They treat these
school books as the final destination of their preparation.

The Correction: These books are not the final destination; they are the starting point. The goal is to
extract the core concepts and fundamental facts that align with the UPSC syllabus, not to memorize
school anecdotes. You do not need to read every chapter of every class; select only those that
correspond directly to a topic in the Civil Services syllabus.

The Misunderstanding: Candidates often assume that since these are school-level textbooks, they
can be read carelessly or skipped entirely if the candidate has a strong academic background.

The Correction: Even individuals with advanced degrees often struggle with the basic conceptual
definitions asked by the Commission. The clarity with which these books explain concepts like
secularism, democracy, or geomorphic processes is unique, making a disciplined reading essential for
everyone.

Short Revision Points

History: Prioritize old editions for conceptual depth in Ancient, Medieval, and Modern Indian
history; use Class 11 New NCERT for Art and Culture.
Geography: Class 11 and 12 textbooks are non-negotiable; focus deeply on physical diagrams,
climate zones, and Indian maps.
Polity: Read â??Indian Constitution at Workâ?? multiple times to understand the operational
mechanisms of the Indian democratic structure.
Economy: Use Class 11 â??Indian Economic Developmentâ?? to build a solid chronological
understanding of Indiaâ??s economic structural changes.
Note-making: Never make notes during the first reading; wait until the third reading to keep notes
precise, clear, and syllabus-oriented.
Application: Always try to link the static concepts learned from these basic textbooks with
dynamic current affairs appearing in daily newspapers.

FAQs

1. Are old or new NCERT books better for UPSC?

Both versions have merit, but for History, the old editions are highly structured for chronological
narrative depth. For Geography, Polity, and Economics, the new editions are preferred as they contain
updated administrative data, maps, and relevant modern economic context.

2. Can I skip NCERTs if I have limited time?
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Skipping these foundational texts is highly risky. If time is severely constrained, you can skip the middle
school books (Classes 6 to 10) for subjects you are comfortable with, but you must read the Class 11
and 12 textbooks for History, Geography, Polity, and Economics.

3. How many times should I read NCERT books?

A minimum of three readings is recommended. The first builds familiarity with the subject, the second
ensures deep conceptual understanding and allows for highlighting, and the third is used for extracting
concise, syllabus-aligned notes for quick revision.

Selecting the correct study material dictates the pace and direction of a candidateâ??s journey through
this competitive exam. Navigating the selection of ncert books for upsc preparation serves as the initial
test of a studentâ??s ability to filter relevant information from a vast sea of text. Master these basic
resources systematically before moving on to standard reference books, ensuring that your core
concepts remain completely flawless. For aspirants seeking structured guidance, expert mentorship,
and comprehensive coverage of both foundational and advanced topics, SHRI RAM IAS is widely
recognized as the best ias coaching in delhi, helping students build a systematic path toward success in
the civil services exam.
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