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The title ‘Perspectives on Pilgrimage to folk deities’ has been chosen to underline the
pattern of the alternative religious spaces and their transformation over the centuries
which is not yet explored much. The evolution and shaping of folk cults, associated
religious processes, and their incorporation into high ritual Hinduism forms a very
dynamic part of the cultural and the religious history of India.

My paper explores the pilgrimage to Ramdevra in the Jaisalmer district of Rajasthan,
India, where the main shrine of the folk deity Ramdev is located. He is a popular folk
deity of the erstwhile untouchable communities and is currently considered a Pan Hindu
God in Rajasthan. The historical evolution of the religious pattern of the deity in
question has been outside the margins of the institutionalised religion, Hinduism, for a
very long time, and only from the nineteenth century on has there been some infusion of
the high ritual-religious pattern in its non-Brahmanical origins. The paper traces the
dynamism of intermixing of the Brahmanical and the non-Brahmanical traditions at the
main shrine at Ramdevra at the time of a large congregation during August-September,
commonly referred to as Mela (fair).

I make two main arguments in the paper: one, there is a growing influence and
assimilation of Brahmanical rituals in the traditions of the Ramdev cult as well as an
increased marginalisation of integral non-orthodox traditions associated with it at the
pilgrimage site in the wake of the resurgence of Hindutva politics. I also argue that this
sacred space contributes to a process of formation of solidarity in a subtle manner
amongst the members of the Dalit community, the traditional followers of Ramdev.

Key Words: Brahmanical, Non-Brahmanical, ex-untouchables, appropriation and

traditions.

Introduction

This paper does not suggest that a pilgrimage to the
folk deities and the institutionalised gods are two
completely different religious phenomena. Nor does
the paper intend to compartmentalise the spiritual
world of pilgrims; rather, it attempts to highlight the
divergent trends and perceptions regarding pilgrimage
since religion is interrelated with the social process,
that in return is impacted heavily by the socio-political
and economic conditions. Indian society is held to be
highly stratified and hierarchical, which fosters
division of its people into upper castes and lower
castes, and it further associates the upper caste
members with purity and the lower caste who were
also the poor lot, with the notion of pollution. Several
communities were reduced to inhuman conditions with
all kinds of socio-economic rules and restrictions, thus
making them untouchables. This categorisation was
legitimised by religious sanctions and sustained
through the centuries by sets of everyday regulations
and restrictions for every caste that is laid down in the

Dharma Shastras (collection of ancient Sanskrit texts
which gives the code of conduct and moral principles
for Hindus). The restrictions on the untouchables and
the lower castes prohibited their entry into temples and
access to any public place like a well, village square,
rivers, roads, schools and any gatherings; they were
even barred from hearing religious sermons like the
Vedas.

In such deplorable conditions, the socially and
culturally excluded and economically deprived
populace who lacked any religious identity crafted
their own spiritual world which is considered non-
orthodox and non-Brahmanical and was heavily
influenced by several radical and non-conformist
heterodox religious sects like the Charvakas, the
traditions of radical bhakti and the Sufi saints, and the
Nathpanthis (Dhali 2016). Such religious domains
have been called popular religion or folk religion and
accused of having little tradition and also lesser gods.
Hence, it is widely accepted and acknowledged that an
alternative religion has been in existence. Therefore, it

~24 ~



International Journal of Religious Tourism and Pilgrimage

Volume 8(i) 2020

Figure 1: Image of Baba Ramdevji / Ramdeo Pir /
Ramdev Pir / Ramsha Pir

Source: https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/File:Ramdevra
-03-20131009.jpg

Oral literature reveals that Ramdev was despised by the
dominant and the upper caste members for being in the
company of the untouchables. Moreover, sources leave
no doubt that his worship was first incorporated into
the spiritual domain by lower caste communities and
Muslims. In fact, priests of the temples of Ramdev
belonged to the lower caste only. The upper caste
members joined the rank of these followers quite late,
and currently he has followers from across all castes
and classes.

The change in social composition of the adherents of
Ramdev became discernible from the -eighteenth
century onwards when the ruling Rajput community
changed its approach towards Ramdev and many other
local heroes and saints by acknowledging their
contribution to society. The probable reason can be
located in the changing social and political milieu of
the time. With the entry of the British, drastic changes
occurred; the new political situation weakened the
position of the Rajputs as well as the Brahmins.
Moreover, from the nineteenth century onwards,
several Dalit reformers as well as anti-Brahmanical
movements emerged in several parts of India, including
Rajasthan, which challenged the Brahmanical
dominance and social discrimination based on the caste
system (Aloysius, 1997:15; Omvedt, 1994; Zelliot,
2009; Shyam lal, 2010; Darshan, 2000). Sources

indicate that various Hindu organisations were worried
about the weaning away of the Dalits by the
missionary work of Islam and Christianity. In fact, a
memorandum to the Maharaja of Jodhpur by All India
Hindu (Arya) Dharma Seva Sangha reflected their
anxiety about the indifference of Harijans towards
Hindu Dharma (Jayakar papers).

The process of appropriation that started in the
eighteenth century, gained momentum by the third
decade of the twentieth century, as religious
nationalism became inseparable from the freedom
movement and all heterodox sects that showed some
symbols of resemblance with Hinduism were brought
under it.

The earliest evidence of this process of appropriation
depicts Ramdev and nine other local heroes and saints
as warriors in the hall of heroes called Taintees Karor
Devaton ka Sthan (Abode of 330 million gods of Hindu
mythology) at Mandore, the old capital of the Rathor
rulers of Jodhpur in the 1740s (Binford 1976). Then
gradually from the nineteenth century onwards, the
upper caste, especially the Brahmins, brought worship
of Ramdev into the fold of their religious system with
the Brahmanic injunctions. Presently, devotees from
across all castes and communities undertake
pilgrimage to Ramdev’s shrine. The change in the
social composition of the devotees has consequently
led to transformation in the methods of worship, the
narratives and the traditions of the Ramdev cult, which
becomes very obvious at the pilgrimage site.

Ramdevra-Runeecha - The Site of
Pilgrimage

During the main period of pilgrimage, when Ramdevra
mela (Fair) is held from August through to September,
the sacred site of Ramdevra, is host to pilgrims from
all castes and creed, and the performance of variant
strands of practices and traditions.

Since Folk cults crop up outside the ritualistic
paradigm of major religions, they constitute elements
that are non-orthodox and have features that may be
considered abhorrent by major religions. As explained
above, Ramdev was appropriated by the ruling Rajputs
from the eighteenth century onwards, and by other
upper caste communities from the nineteenth century
onwards, gradual assimilation and Brahmanic
interpolations, and the disappearance of many un-
orthodox elements are best represented at the
pilgrimage site during the gathering of pilgrims. This
paper noow explores the various practices and their
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progression while tracing the journey of Ramdev from
a Folk deity to a Pan Hindu God.

The main shrine at Ramdevra is located at a place
where Ramdev chose to be buried. There are fourteen
other graves, said to be Ramdev’s family members’
near his grave/samadhi. The first significant structural
change was made in 1912 by Ganga Singh, a Rajput
king of Bikaner (Binford 1976), who undertook the
renovation work without changing the basic structure
and enlarged it into a temple complex. Gradually, an
idol of Ramdev with vermillion and flower garlands
made its way to the top of the grave/samadhi, and is
always covered with colourful cloth. There is a life
sized multi-coloured horse and there is also a space
around the original enclosure for circumambulation
around the Grave/Samadhi. Small shrines of Shiva,
Hanuman and a few other gods are also part of the
temple. There is a small shrine with a grave/samadhi of
Dalibai, a Meghwal, and Ramdev’s co-disciple
venerated by the Dalits. Two water bodies exist, one is
a step well and the other important place is the Ram
Sarovar Pond, which is believed to have been
constructed by Ramdev. This latter site is of
significance to the pilgrims due to its curing powers.
Twice a year the fair is held, once in January-February
and then a large fair, the main gathering, in August-
September. Devotees from Rajasthan and neighbouring
states, irrespective of their caste, creed or religious
affiliation throng the shrine.

The first authentic information regarding the fair can
be inferred from Nainsi’s Vigat II (1968: 308). Nainsi
states that in an agriculturally prosperous year (such as
1659), the State earned Rs. 15000/- from land revenue
and other taxes, whereas income from two fairs of
Ramdev held at Ramdevra in the same year was Rs
5000/-. There is no doubt that the fair provided and still
provides very lucrative business for a wide range of
marketable articles, transport and railways. Animal
transactions also take place, for example in 1967-68,
2569 animals exchanged hands (Rajasthan district
Gazetteers 1973:10).

Brahmin priests conduct worship with detailed rituals
as per Brahmanical religious patterns (As told by the
members of the Tanwar family, who are the custodians
of the temple complex). Currently, 25-30 Pujaris
manage and stay in the temple premises on a regular
basis. During the fair, 96 Pujaris are engaged in
facilitating the offerings and worship (Devasthan
Department, Government of Rajasthan (2016:20).
Sultan Singh, a Trust Member, informs us that Y agna

is occasionally performed outside the main compound
of the temple due to the presence of several graves
inside the main compound and Yagna cannot be
performed in a graveyard. 4 arti (a kind of prayer with
lamps) is performed five times a day with devotional
songs. The traditional devotional songs were/are
modified to make way for gods of the Hindu pantheon
to join Ramdev. Every year the numbers of pilgrims
are swelling; in 2016, 25-30 lacs pilgrims visited
Ramdevra, with 5000-10,000 pilgrims visiting on a
daily basis (Devasthan Department, Government of
Rajasthan 2016:20). Kamads, also known as Bhopas,
are the traditional singers of devotional songs of
Ramdev and they sing throughout the entire year,
while, more teams called Bhajan Mandali perform
during the fair period.

The State Government and Trust make provisions to
facilitate the wvisits and offerings of devotees.
Moreover, independent organisations are also
involved. One organization called Ramdeo anna
Khsetra was established in 1970 and has been entitled
to collect food for the free distribution to beggars and
sadhus who assemble on the occasion of the fair. In
fact, members of Parliament and other officials and
political leaders inaugurate the rituals during the
fathering with prayers and the offer of Panchamrit
(sacred things) - milk, purified butter, curd, honey,
saffron, sacred water of the river Ganges and velvet
sheets on the Samadhi. They unfurl the flag at the entry
gate of the shrine at 3am. After that lakhs of devotees
who stand in the queue all night start making offerings
(Patrika 2018).

Negotiations and Contestation at the
Religious Space

A number of multi religious processes - assimilation,
negotiation, appropriation and contestation - go on
simultaneously during the days of congregation at
Ramdevra. Many followers from the Dalit community
have accepted and adopted Brahmanical patterns of
worship along with their own simple practices. This
has been referred to as a process of sanskritisation,
whereby it is held that cultural behaviours are imitated
for upward social mobility. However, Turner’s theory
of the Ilimonoid or disconnected stage during
pilgrimage seems to be a more probable condition for
the Dalit’s act of assimilating the high-ritual in their
own traditions. Historical evolution of their religious
world reflects the malleability in readily adopting
different traditions by the subaltern groups. Therefore,
at the pilgrimage site, in their stage of anti-structure,
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they are open and even vulnerable to new practices. In
such conditions a subaltern pilgrim finds it easy to
follow or adopt any new practice in hopes of getting
his wishes fulfilled and does not necessarily aim on all
occasions for an upward position in caste structure as
stipulated by the concept of sanskritisation.

In such crucial gatherings of pilgrims at the sacred site,
subtle and at times volatile tensions also erupt. I was
told by the singers sitting in front of the main shrine of
Ramdev, that the sacred site at Ramdevra had been the
centre of contestation between the Tanvar Rajputs who
are the custodians of the temple complex and the
Meghwals who are the traditional and dominant lower
caste followers of Ramdev. So much so that the
conflict took on political tones and was on the verge of
becoming a legal issue. Thrice, pamphlets were
distributed at the main temple and at various places in
Rajasthan from the years 2000 to 2004, questioning the
appropriation of Ramdev’s religious space in
Ramdevra and the income from it by the Rajputs
(Pamphlets were written and distributed by social
worker Kusum Meghwal, a government employee in
Rajasthan). There is a strong element of resentment
among the Meghwal and Kamad community over the
monetary income appropriated by the upper caste in the
temples of Ramdev.

The tension could be felt even amongst the Tanvar
Rajputs because of the claim made by Meghwals on
the deity. It was very evident in one of my interactions
with them at the Ramdev temple. I was informed that
Baba Ramdev was their ancestor as he and the temple
trust belonged to the Tanvar Rajput Vansh (dynasty)
and priests have always been Brahmins, never from the
Meghwal community. When asked about the popular
phrase ‘Ramdev ne milya dhed hi dhedh,” Sultan Singh
informed me in an exasperated mood that a hundred
years back Baba ended caste-based discrimination and
that’s why he is found to be associated with such a
saying.

The process of appropriation of the cult by the
Brahmanical religious system is best operated at the
sacred site, which doubles as a dissemination ground
for the rituals to thousands of onlookers. The very
existence of the grave which was the main artefact has
been camouflaged by the colourful cloth and silver and
gold masks of Ramdev. Moreover, the identity of
Ramdev as ‘Ramsa Pir’ and the chief symbol ‘Mazar’
is substituted by the term ‘Baba Ramdev’ and
‘Samadhi’ respectively in all government and tourist
documents. On the main entry gate, it is written in bold
colourful letters ‘Shri Baba Ramdev ji Samadhi’ and on

top of it ‘Jai Baba ri’. The worship in intricate
Brahmanical patterns has increasingly taken over the
multiple non-Brahmanical traditions and Panths
associated with Ramdev. Even the iconography on
most posters, calendars, religious books and walls has
been modified to facilitate the process of incorporating
Ramdev into the established Hindu religious system.
The photograph of samadhi sthal (Burial place) of
Ramdev shows him in a posture similar to that of
Brahma with his right palm projected forwarded with
two devotees on both sides, holding musical
instruments. The photograph is designed in a manner
that it covers the marble stone slab (mazar) which
suggests his burial in accordance with Islamic
tradition.

Fairs are/were an effective medium for dissemination
of new images through print literature. Owing to the
spread of print literature and literacy, Ramdev has been
increasingly absorbed into the Hindu religious system
with texts following the pattern of scriptures of the
mainstream Hindu religion like ‘Hanuman Chalisa’.
Traditional devotional songs were modified to make
way for gods of the Hindu pantheon along with
Ramdev. The printed literature therefore indicates
complete assimilation of the popular deity into the
Brahmanical fold. The bookshops at the pilgrimage site
are full of such literature and chromolithographic
photos of Ramdev.

Besides the constant contestation on questions of the
identity of Ramdev, the temple of Dalibai reflects caste
hierarchies lurking in the temple complex. She is
considered a deity by the Meghwals and worshipped
along with Ramdev. Meghwals are priests of her shrine
and offerings are made to her in the same temple
complex. The presence of her shrine leads to
occasional skirmishes between the Meghwals and the
Rajputs. In the recent past, the Meghwal community
tried to file a FIR (criminal report) in vain against a
large mob of about 70 Rajputs, who according to them
were armed and damaged structures at the eastern exit
of the temple. Dalits had brightened up the exit,
cemented, and cleaned it and had more material ready
to use on the structure, but Rajputs made off with the
material (Times of India 2017). The same source
informs us that in 2002, the local Rajputs tried to erect
barricades and direct the crowd to the samadhi of
Ramdev only.

Another element of discomfort is that the new patrons,
that is, the upper caste, have decided to appropriate
Ramdev without his associate, Dalibai. It was observed
during my visit to Ramdevra in September 2011, that
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hardly any ‘clean’ caste devotee visited the temple of
Dalibai or made offerings. Rather, idols of Hindu
pantheon gods began to occupy places in the modern
temples of Ramdev. In addition, discrimination is
clearly visible at nearby food stalls, which operate
according to caste lines.

Still, Ramdevra will always hold a special meaning for
all lower caste and ex-untouchables in Rajasthan,
because it has been their own religious space, crafted
by them since the champion of their rights, Ramdev,
was buried on the spot where his grave was raised.

Nainsi mentions fairly good revenue coming from the
Ramdevra fair in the mid seventeenth century (Nainsi,
1968), indicating that the marginal sections might have
been visiting the shrine in good numbers and
participating in the trading of its goods as they were the
artisanal caste, the majority amongst them working
with leather or occupied as weavers. They are
considered traditional pilgrims and the upper caste
members have joined the ranks from the late 18"
century on. Mira Reym Binford (1976:132) remarks
that such pilgrimages offer many opportunities for
social mixing and sharing, as this is possible due to the
absence of caste and religious boundaries unlike other
high-ritual sacred places.

During such pilgrimages, Turner’s theory of ‘limonoid’
or disconnected phase, might apply partially, as both
upper as well as lower caste pilgrims depart from the
condition of structured existence (anti-structure) for
some time in the sacred complex as they mix without
any prohibitions and restrictions for the visit (darshan)
of their deity. Nevertheless, discrimination at food
stalls and in other, more subtle situations, can be felt in
the behaviour of some upper caste groups within the
complex precincts.

Brahmanical rituals, however, have not completely
replaced traditional forms of invoking the deity and
unorthodox rituals followed by common people over
the centuries. They seem to co-exist in the everyday
lives of the people and were reflected in one such visit
to the Ramdevra pilgrimage site (2011). By random
questioning I gathered that the maximum number of
devotees were from lower castes, belonging to the
various communities of Meghwal, Chamar, Kamad and
Harijan. Many Rajputs, Brahmins, Kayasth, some
Sikhs and Jains visit the site, although in lesser
number, but Muslims in good number were present in
the temple complex. Large numbers of them were
carrying a white flag with footprints on it, a traditional

symbol of Ramdev and only some had his figure on
horseback printed on their flags. Invoking the deity
was sought by those performing Havana (ritualistic
fire), recitation of mantras (hymns) and shaving of
heads by the young - these are all Brahmanical rituals
which dominated the scenario in and around the temple
complex. However, observance of non-Brahmanical
and Sufi traditions such as visit to Dalibai’s mazar and
tying thread to the Jaal tree (drought resistance tree
found in desert) could not be missed.

The pilgrimage site at Ramdevra provides an occasion
for the Dalit communities, especially the Meghwal and
the Kamad community, to forge solidarity amongst
themselves. A section of the Meghwals is voicing their
concern on the appropriation of Ramdev by the upper
caste community and is contesting for a share of the
donations made at the shrine of Ramdev. The
traditional singers of Ramdev’s devotional songs, the
Kamad, are disturbed as their role is being taken over
by singers of other castes and moreover, they are not
received well by the Tanwar Rajputs at the complex. In
fact, in my presence two members of Tanwar Rajputs
were rude to three Kamad singers, as they overheard
them telling me about a conflict. Hence, frequent
skirmishes between the Rajputs and the Meghwal
community tend to build a bond amongst the
traditional followers, the Dalits, who consider the deity
Ramdev as their symbol of identity.

Conclusion

The pilgrimage site appeared to me as a space where
multiple cultural traditions get appropriated and
assimilated and acquire new meanings which then are
carried back by the pilgrims to their respective places.
My observation of the pilgrimage sites of the folk
deities (I visited Ramdevra and Gogamedi twice) holds
that the divergent and multiple cultural traditions of the
folk cults are more vulnerable to appropriation and
assimilation at the Pilgrimage site, and as a result the
new incorporated religious tradition is carried back by
the pilgrims. With the resurgence of Hindutva, there
seems to be an attempt to have a consensus religion, a
homogeneous Hindu tradition- the inherent divergent
and pluralist nature of folk cults is under risk of
gradual wipe out.
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