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Divine Tapestry: Tracing the Presence of
Indigenous Gods in India

Chitra Dadheech

India, withitsrich cultural tapestry, isaland of diversereligiousbeliefs
and practices. From Hinduism to Islam, Christianity to Buddhism, the
country ishometo amyriad of faiths. Among these, the concept of the
Indigenous God holds a special place, representing a unique fusion of
nature, mythology, and spirituaity. Inthisarticle, wewill delveinto the
intricateworld of Indigenous Godsin India, examining their significance,
manifestations, and the cultural |andscapesthey shape. However, beneath
the surface, thereliesadeep-rooted belief inindigenousgodsthat predates
many of these organized religions. These indigenous gods, often
associated with nature and tribal traditions, hold a special placein the
hearts and minds of the Indian people. Inthisarticle, wewill explorethe
ancient beliefs surrounding these indigenous gods and their significance
inIndian culture.

The Originsof Indigenous Gods

Long before organized religionslike Hinduism and Buddhism cameinto
being, indigenous tribes across India worshipped a pantheon of gods
tied to natural elements. Thesedeitieswereintegral to the communities
understanding of life, creation, and survival. Accordingto M.M. Thomas,
“intribal world-view .. .thereisthe senseof spiritual continuumwithin
which the dead and the living, natural objects, spirits and gods, the
individual, the clan and thetribe, animals, plants, mineralsand man form
an unbroken hierarchical unity of spiritual force” (Thomas 25). This
continuum reflects the inseparable bond indigenous tribes have with
their environment, seeing the divine in mountains, rivers, trees, and
animals.
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One of the most revered deities in Ragjasthan’s tribal communities is
Gogdji, the Snake God. The tales of Gogaji encapsulate themes of
protection, bravery, and harmony with nature. Similar storiesabound in
various indigenous cultures across Rgjasthan, where gods are seen as
the personification of natural forces, shaping not only the physical
landscape but also the moral and ethical fabric of these societies. B.K.
Agarwalasuggeststhat “the worship of natural elementsinindigenous
religionisaway of engaging with thelife-sustaining forces of theworld
around them. It isabelief system born out of necessity and reverence’
(Agarwala 56). Thisinteraction between humans and the divine, often
mediated by nature, lies at the heart of indigenous belief systems.

The Significance of I ndigenous Gods

For indigenous communities, their gods are more than just symbols of
the divine; they are protectors, providers, and spiritual guides. The
worship of these gods is an act of profound reverence that involves
elaborate ritual's, dances, and offerings. John Mbiti in African Religion
and Philosophy writes, “ People believe in the existence of a Supreme
Being who isboth immanent and transcendent, revealing itself through
creation and the natural world” (Mbiti 7). Similarly, inindigenousIndian
cultures, the Supreme Being is often viewed asinseparable from nature
itself, with different manifestations of this divine force appearing as
local gods.

Indigenousgodsalso play acrucia rolein defining cultural identity. The
rituals, festivals, and art forms associated with these deities form the
bedrock of community life. AsA. Subonglembastates, “ Theindigenous
religionisaliving religion, upheld by many peoplein different parts of
the world, and one that continues to preserve and sustain society”
(Subonglemba 69).

Indigenous Religious | deas and Practices

One of the defining characteristics of indigenous religious beliefs in
India is their animism—the belief that natural objects, places, and
creaturesall possessadistinct spiritual essence. The Gonds, Bhils, and
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Santals, among many other indigenous communities, practicethisform
of spirituality, which viewstheworld asaliving, breathing entity filled
with divine energy. As Radhika Mohan observes, “ For the indigenous
peoplesof India, natureis sacred. Every tree, rock, river, and mountain
holds spiritual power, areflection of the godswho govern the cosmos”
(Mohan 120).

In addition to animism, many indigenous groups believe in ancestor
worship. The spiritsof the deceased are believed to continueinfluencing
the lives of the living. These spirits are not distant or detached but
active participants in the welfare of the community. The distinction
between the living and the dead, the material and the spiritual, is often
blurred in these cultures. The dead are honored through regular rituals
and offerings to ensure they remain benevolent.

Indigenous Godsof Rajasthan: A Rich Tradition

Rajasthan, with its arid landscape and vibrant history, is home to a
multitude of Indigenous Gods who are worshipped across villages and
towns. These gods are not part of mainstream Hinduism but are often
seen as protectors of specific communities, regions, or even professions.
Some of the key indigenous deitiesin Rajasthan include Tejgji, Pabuii,
and Ramdeviji, all of whom play asignificant rolein shaping the spiritual
lives of the people.

Tejaji: The SnakeGod

Tejaji isoneof themost revered deitiesin Rajasthan, particularly among
the Jat community. Heisknown asthe god of serpents, and hislegends
speak of his bravery, sacrifice, and his ability to control and command
serpents. In rural Rajasthan, Tejgji is invoked when people seek
protection from snake bites, and there are numerous templ es dedi cated
to his worship across the state.

Theworship of Tejgji reflects the deep connection between indigenous
deitiesand nature, particularly in regionswherethe natural environment
playsacritical rolein people’slives. Snake bites, in the arid and semi-
arid regions of Rgjasthan, were onceacommon threat, and the reverence
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for a deity who could offer protection from this danger shows how
indigenous gods evolved in response to specific community needs.

Pabuji: The Protector of Cattle

Another prominent indigenous deity of RagjasthanisPabuiji, whoiswidely
worshipped as the protector of cattle. Pabuji’s cult is particularly
significant among the cattle-rearing communities, such as the Raikas
and Rabaris, who depend heavily on their livestock for survival. The
epic of Pabuji, whichisperformed asapart of thetraditional folk theatre
of Rgjasthan, recounts his heroism in protecting cows from invaders
and raiders. Cattle are crucia to Rajasthan’s agrarian economy and
Pabuji’s role as their protector highlights the relationship between
indigenous deitiesand thelivelihood of the people. Pabuji isdepicted as
awarrior god who fights not only for his community but also for the
animalsthat sustain their way of life. Hisworship isaclear example of
how indigenous gods serve the practical needs of their devotees,
embodying both their spiritual and material concerns.

Ramdevji: The Champion of the Oppr essed

Ramdeviji, also known as RamdevPir, isanother significant indigenous
deity of Rajasthan, worshipped asachampion of the poor and oppressed.
Hisfollowing extends beyond Rajasthan, into Gujarat and other parts of
North India. Ramdevji isbelieved to havelived in the 14th century and
isrevered for hiscompassion and dedication to serving the downtrodden,
particularly Dalitsand marginalized communities.

Theworship of Ramdevji isareflection of how indigenous deities often
embody vauesof socid justiceand equaity. Ramdeviji’s popularity among
the oppressed classes highlights the role that indigenous gods play in
providing a sense of hope, belonging, and empowerment to those who
are marginalized by society.

Mythsand Oral Traditions

The absence of written scripturesin maost indigenous traditions does not
detract from therichness of their religiousthought. In Rajasthan, myths,
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rituals, and oral histories serve as the primary means of transmitting
spiritual wisdom. These stories, passed down through generations, often
explain the origin of the world, the role of deities like Gogaji or Baba
Ramdev, and the place of humans within the universe. Sharma notes
that “ mythology in Rajasthan’stribal culturesisnot merely acollection
of stories; it reflectsthe deep connection between nature and spirituality”
(Sharma 134). For example, in the folk performances of Rajasthan,
such as the Bhopa-Bhopi tradition, performers narrate the stories of
local godslike Pabuiji, blending music, poetry, and spiritual worshipinto
an immersive experience. As VijaydanDetha explains, “the Bhopa
embodies the deity during the performance, allowing the audience to
connect with the divine through song and story, creating a sacred space
for communal reflection” (Detha 56).

Syncretism and theAdaptability of Indigenous Gods

One remarkable aspect of India's indigenous gods is their ability to
adapt and integrate elements from other religions. Over centuries, the
indigenous deities have absorbed aspects of Hinduism, Buddhism, and
other traditions, resulting in a dynamic, syncretic religious landscape.
The Bishnoi community, for example, worships Lord Vishnu while
incorporating the indigenous deity Khejari Dev. Thisfusion of beliefs
illustrates the fluidity of spiritual practicesin India, where indigenous
and mainstream religions have coexisted and influenced one another.

Aslndiatransitioned through different historical periods, theindigenous
gods evolved but never disappeared. Instead, they assimilated new
influences, ensuring their relevancein the changing religiouslandscape.
MadhavGadgil points out, “India’s religious history is a story of
remarkabl e continuity and adaptation. I ndigenous beliefshave shown a
remarkableresilience, evolvingwhileretaining their corevalues’ (Gadgil
74).

Challenges to Indigenous Belief Systems

Despite their cultural richness, the traditions surrounding Indigenous
Gods face several challenges in modern India. Urbanization,
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industrialization, and the spread of mainstream religionsthreaten to erode
these practices. In many partsof India, tribal lands are being encroached
upon, displacing communities and severing their connectionto the sacred
landscapesthat areintegral to their spiritual lives. The Niyamgiri Hills,
for example, are considered sacred by the DongriaK ondh tribe. Yet, the
push for industrial devel opment threatens both the environment and the
tribe’'sway of life. AmitaBaviskar writes, “ Development projects often
disregard the spiritual connection indigenous communities have with
their land, reducing it to mere resources for extraction” (Baviskar 45).

Globalization also presents challengesto the preservation of indigenous
belief systems. Asyounger generations moveto urban centersin search
of better opportunities, they often distance themsel vesfrom thetraditions
of their ancestors. The oral traditions that once ensured the transmis-
sion of myths and spiritual knowledge are at risk of being lost.

Preservation Effortsand the Role of I ndigenous Gods
in Modern India

In the face of various challenges, efforts to preserve Rajasthan’'s
indigenous religious practices are gaining momentum. Cultural and
heritage organizations are working to document these traditions and
protect sacred tribal lands. Festivals such as the GogagjiMela in
Ganganagar, theTegjgji FairinKharnal, and theMallinath Fair in Tilwara
attract large crowds, keeping the spirit of indigenous worship aive.
These events honor deities like Gogaji, Tejgji, and Mallinath, who are
revered for their connection to nature and protection of the community.
They not only celebrate the gods but also serve as vital platforms for
safeguarding the cultural and spiritual heritage of Rajasthan’stribal and
rural communities.

Moreover, indigenous religious practices are increasingly being
recognized for their rolein promoting sustainability and environmental
conservation. Indigenouscommunitiesoften livein harmony with nature,
practicing sustainable agriculture, and protecting biodiversity. Vandana
Shiva points out, “The indigenous worldview, which sees nature as
sacred and interconnected, offersval uableinsightsfor addressing modern
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environmental challenges’ (Shiva98). Thisenvironmental ethic, deeply
rooted in indigenous religious beliefs, serves as a reminder of the
importance of preserving these traditions.

Conclusion: The Enduring L egacy of I ndigenous Gods

India'sindigenous gods are more than relics of abygone era; they are
living embodi ments of aworldview that celebratestheinterconnectedness
of nature, spirituality, and community. From the sacred spaces of the
Bishnoisto thevibrant folk traditions of the Bhilsand Meghwals, these
gods continue to shapethe spiritua landscape of Rajasthan. Deitieslike
Gogaji, Tejgji, and Baba Ramdev are not only protectors of their people
but also symbols of harmony with nature. As modernity encroaches
upon traditional ways of life, it becomes increasingly important to
recognize, respect, and preserve the indigenous spiritual heritage that
has long enriched Rajasthan’s cultural tapestry.

Inthewordsof John Mbiti, “Indigenousreligionisnot primitive, nor isit
less sophisticated than other world religions. It is aliving, breathing
tradition that continues to evolve and sustain the communities that
practiceit” (Mbiti 9). Aswe navigatethe compl exities of the 21st century,
thewisdom of India’sindigenousgods offerstimelesslessonsinresilience,
reverence for nature, and the enduring power of faith.
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