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ABSTRACT      This research paper provides an in-depth cultural and anthropological analysis of the 
tribal festivals of Gujarat, spanning from Banaskantha to Umargam across the tribal belt. The study 
examines the religious rituals, social practices, and symbolic meanings attached to major festivals such 
as Waghbaras, Narandev, Tera, Pachvo, Pola, Diwaso, Pitara, Mavli Devi, Gohari Padvo, Dungar Dev, 
Kansari Devi, and Chul. These festivals are explored as vital elements of intangible cultural heritage that 
reflect the interconnectedness of tribal communities with nature, agrarian cycles, and ancestral 
traditions. By employing a cultural-anthropological framework, this study demonstrates how tribal 
communities maintain cultural resilience and identity amidst modernization and external influences. The 
findings emphasize the importance of documenting and preserving tribal traditions for both academic 
discourse and sustainable cultural policy. 
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Introduction: 
The tribal belt of Gujarat, stretching from Ambaji in Banaskantha to Umargam in Valsad district, 
covers nearly 14.31% of the state’s geographical area and is home to a wide variety of tribal 
communities, including the Bhils, Rathvas, Chaudharis, Gamits, Dhodias, Vasavas, Warlis, and 
Garasias. These communities, situated in close proximity to forests, mountains, and rivers, have 
nurtured vibrant cultural traditions that are deeply interwoven with their environment. Among 
the most prominent features of this cultural landscape are tribal festivals, which not only serve as 
religious observances but also as expressions of social solidarity, ecological awareness, and 
ancestral veneration.  
The significance of studying these festivals lies in their dual role: they are markers of continuity in 
tribal cultural identity, and at the same time, they are subject to transformation under the forces 
of modernization, migration, and integration with mainstream Hindu practices. While festivals 
such as Holi and Diwali are celebrated by many tribal groups, the modes of celebration, timing, 
and associated rituals often diverge significantly, reflecting unique cultural adaptations. This 
study situates tribal festivals within the larger field of cultural anthropology and heritage studies, 
seeking to document, analyze, and interpret their meanings for both academic and practical 
purposes. 
 

Methodology: 
The present study employs a qualitative ethnographic framework grounded in cultural 
anthropology. Primary data has been drawn from field observations, oral narratives, and 
secondary literature on tribal communities in Gujarat. The analysis follows a descriptive-
interpretive method, focusing on the symbolic, ecological, and social dimensions of festival 
practices. By comparing the rituals across different tribal groups and geographic regions, the 
study highlights both the diversity and the shared patterns of tribal cultural expression. 
Secondary data from scholarly works, archival materials, and government cultural surveys have 
been incorporated to substantiate the findings. This triangulation of sources ensures reliability, 
validity, and depth in understanding the festivals as living traditions. 
 

The Festivals of Gujarat’s Tribes: 
Gujarat’s tribal festivals are numerous, with some celebrated across communities and others 
confined to specific groups or regions. They encompass religious devotion, agrarian cycles, 
ecological beliefs, and ancestral worship. Below is a thematic exploration of key festivals: 
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➢ Divaso: Celebrated among the Dhodias, Chaudharis, Gamits, Koknas, Warlis, and Vasavas, 
Waghbaras is deeply symbolic. On this day, pastoral communities perform rituals involving 
cattle, as cattle are central to agrarian livelihoods. A ritual involves placing a chicken on the 
road while cattle herds pass over it; the survival of the chicken is taken as a sign of prosperity 
in the coming year. The tiger is revered as a deity, reflecting the balance between fear and 
reverence for the forest ecosystem. Waghbaras thus reflects both agrarian anxieties and 
ecological beliefs. 

➢ Narandev: Narandev is performed during periods of delayed or insufficient rainfall. The 
rituals are led by village priests or shamans, known as Kamthi Bhagat, who invoke Narandev, 
the rain god. Women sing devotional songs while men dance to invite rain. Seasonal greens 
that sprout after rains are first offered to Narandev before consumption, reflecting the close 
link between agricultural subsistence and ritual practice. Among the Varlis, Narandev is a 
prominent deity whose worship sustains the community’s ecological orientation. 

➢ Tera: This festival, observed by the Konkana community, is centered around wild leafy 
vegetables that sprout in forests after the rains. The festival involves collecting these greens, 
cooking them in sal leaves, and offering them to village deities before they are consumed. 
Tera is thus an expression of gratitude to nature for sustenance. It also marks the beginning 
of Thakarya dances among Dang youth, blending ritual with aesthetic expressions of joy. 

➢ Pachvo/Pachvi: Dedicated to serpent deities, Pachvi is particularly celebrated in Vansda, 
Dang, and Dharampur. On this day, households draw serpent images on interior walls to ward 
off snakebites and misfortune. Rituals include the offering of forest roots and tubers, as well 
as the beginning of consuming seasonal roots like Patal Alakhda. The festival reflects both 
reverence for and fear of snakes, acknowledging their ecological presence in forested 
landscapes. 

➢ Pola: Pola is an agrarian thanksgiving festival dedicated to bullocks after the completion of 
ploughing and sowing activities. On this day, bullocks are bathed, decorated with vermilion 
marks, and their hooves washed by elders. Women perform arti rituals, and families refrain 
from using the animals for work as a symbolic gesture of rest. In Dang, once Pola is 
celebrated, bullocks are not burdened with heavy work until the next agricultural season. 

➢ Pitara: Pitara is an ancestral worship festival that occurs in the month of Aso. Families clean 
and sanctify the house, place household tools and agricultural implements at the hearth, and 
perform fire rituals. Elders chant the names of deceased ancestors, making offerings into the 
fire. Pitara thus embodies collective memory, reverence for lineage, and the integration of the 
past into the present. 

➢ Mavli Devi: Dedicated to the mountain goddess, Mavli Devi, this festival is especially 
prominent among the Konkana tribes. Rituals involve all-night ceremonies with chanting, 
drumming, and dancing, culminating in collective visits to the deity’s shrine. Sacred lamps are 
kept burning for seven days, symbolizing endurance and divine protection. Women play an 
important role in preparing offerings and leading devotional songs, reflecting gendered 
participation in ritual life. 

➢ Gohari Padvo: Celebrated on the second day of Diwali, Gohari Padvo marks the tribal New 
Year. Agricultural implements such as ploughs, sickles, and axes are ritually worshiped with 
vermilion marks, along with cattle. The festival emphasizes renewal, prosperity, and the 
intimate link between agricultural cycles and ritual calendars. In Panchmahal and Dahod, 
Gohari Padvo holds particular significance as a community-wide observance of new 
beginnings. 

➢ Dungar Dev: Worship of hill deities, collectively referred to as Dungar Dev, is practiced widely 
among Bhils, Koknas, Varlis, Gamits, and Chaudharis. These deities are believed to control 
fertility, protect crops, and heal illnesses. Rituals involve animal sacrifices, offerings of grains, 
and community gatherings. The worship of Dungar Dev underscores the centrality of hills and 
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forests in tribal cosmology, serving as symbols of divine presence and ecological 
guardianship. 

➢ Kansari Devi: Kansari Devi is venerated as the goddess of grain and fertility, celebrated by 
Rathwas, Tadvis, Dhodias, and others. Rituals include the consecration of newly harvested 
grains, protective markings with ash, and collective prayers for food security. In some 
regions, symbolic weddings of the goddess are enacted, reflecting the fertility symbolism. 
Kansari Devi’s worship demonstrates the agricultural and nutritional basis of tribal 
religiosity. 

➢ Chul: Chul is one of the most dramatic festivals, involving fire-walking rituals performed by 
young men after Holi. Participants walk barefoot over burning embers while chanting and 
invoking deities, symbolizing courage, purity, and divine protection. Despite the risks, 
devotees believe they emerge unscathed due to divine blessings. Chul thus represents a 
synthesis of spiritual devotion and physical endurance. 

 

Analysis and Discussion 
The analysis of Gujarat’s tribal festivals demonstrates that they are not merely seasonal 
observances but multi-layered cultural systems that integrate ecological, spiritual, and social 
dimensions. From an anthropological perspective, these rituals function as mechanisms of 
cultural reproduction, transmitting values, norms, and cosmological beliefs across generations 
(Geertz, 1973). Tribal festivals are “webs of significance,” providing meaning to everyday life 
while ensuring continuity of community traditions. 
Ecological dimensions are particularly visible in festivals such as Waghbaras and Narandev, 
which express agricultural anxieties and dependence on monsoon cycles. These practices 
resonate with Rappaport’s (1999) argument on the ritual regulation of ecological order, showing 
how communities embed environmental sustainability within ritual systems. Similarly, Kansari 
Devi festivals highlight the fertility symbolism of food and grain, reinforcing the centrality of 
subsistence agriculture. 
From a sociological standpoint, these festivals serve as sites of social solidarity. Durkheim’s 
(1912/1995) notion of “collective effervescence” is exemplified in celebrations such as Diwaso, 
where communal offerings, dances, and feasts strengthen cohesion and redistribute resources. In 
these moments, individual identities merge into collective expressions, reaffirming tribal 
egalitarianism and communal harmony. 
The persistence of ancestral worship (Pitara) and ecological deities (Dungar Dev) reflects the 
endurance of animistic and totemic belief systems, despite the pressures of modernization and 
cultural assimilation. These practices illustrate Hobsbawm and Ranger’s (1983) idea of “invented 
traditions,” where older rituals are adapted to maintain identity in shifting contexts. The 
incorporation of mainstream festivals like Diwali and Holi, albeit with localized adaptations, 
exemplifies the negotiation between tradition and change. 
Gendered roles in these festivals are also significant. Women’s active participation in Mavli Devi 
rituals, their role in preparing offerings during Kansari Devi worship, and the songs performed 
during Narandev ceremonies highlight women as custodians of oral tradition and cultural 
continuity. This aligns with feminist anthropological studies that emphasize ritual spaces as 
domains of women’s agency (Ortner, 1974). 
Finally, viewed through the lens of performance studies (Turner, 1982), festivals such as Chul 
(fire-walking) are powerful examples of “social dramas” where courage, faith, and collective 
identity are performed and reaffirmed. Such rituals are not static but dynamic cultural enactments 
that negotiate modern pressures while asserting indigenous identity. In this way, Gujarat’s tribal 
festivals may be understood as living traditions, simultaneously conserving cultural memory and 
responding to contemporary challenges. 
Findings and Implications: 
The findings of this study underscore that Gujarat’s tribal festivals are not merely cultural 
remnants but dynamic systems of intangible heritage that continue to shape identity, economy, 
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and ecological practices. At their core, these festivals serve as cultural texts that encode the 
historical memory, cosmological beliefs, and socio-economic realities of indigenous groups. 

1. The festivals reinforce ecological consciousness. Rituals tied to agriculture (e.g., Pola, 
Kansari Devi, Gohari Padvo) demonstrate how environmental stewardship is embedded 
in religious expression. This supports the view that indigenous rituals function as eco-
cultural practices that maintain sustainable relationships with the natural environment 
(Berkes, 2012). 

2. They preserve collective memory and ancestral continuity. Practices like Pitara establish 
symbolic communication between the living and the dead, ensuring intergenerational 
transmission of moral values and kinship ties. This highlights the role of ritual in 
sustaining cultural continuity within migrant and marginalized contexts. 

3. The festivals create platforms for intergenerational knowledge transfer. Through songs, 
dances, and ritual performances, younger members internalize cultural codes while 
participating actively in communal life. This confirms the anthropological view of festivals 
as pedagogical spaces where identity and tradition are reproduced (Assmann, 2011). 

4. Gender dimensions are prominent. Women’s ritual roles in Mavli Devi and Kansari Devi 
celebrations illustrate their centrality in sustaining oral traditions, food rituals, and 
devotional practices. This challenges stereotypes of tribal patriarchy and situates women 
as cultural custodians. 

5. The study reveals that festivals also operate as adaptive mechanisms in contexts of 
modernization. By incorporating elements of Hindu pan-Indian celebrations (e.g., Holi, 
Diwali) while retaining distinct tribal forms, these communities negotiate cultural 
hybridity, ensuring resilience in the face of globalization. 

 

Conclusion: 
The study of Gujarat’s tribal festivals reveals that they are not static cultural artifacts but 
dynamic, living traditions that negotiate continuity and change. These festivals reflect a deep 
intertwining of spirituality, ecology, and social organization, embodying indigenous knowledge 
systems that have persisted despite modernization, migration, and external pressures. By 
situating these practices within anthropological and sociological frameworks, this research 
demonstrates how festivals operate as cultural texts through which identity, memory, and 
ecological consciousness are continually reproduced. 
The conclusion highlights several key contributions. First, tribal festivals illustrate the resilience 
of intangible cultural heritage in maintaining community cohesion and ecological balance. 
Second, they provide critical insights into indigenous epistemologies, showing how ritual, 
performance, and oral traditions encode sustainable relationships with the natural environment. 
Third, they underscore the role of adaptation, whereby tribal groups integrate broader Hindu or 
national practices while preserving distinct local variations, thus ensuring cultural survival in 
pluralistic contexts. 
However, from a policy perspective, these findings carry significant implications: 

• They highlight the urgent need for documentation and safeguarding of tribal festivals 
under frameworks such as UNESCO’s Intangible Cultural Heritage conventions. 

• They suggest that cultural tourism, if managed ethically, can generate livelihood 
opportunities while fostering respect for indigenous traditions. 

• They emphasize that development programs in tribal areas must integrate cultural 
sustainability alongside economic growth, avoiding homogenization of tribal lifeways. 

For academia, this study contributes to broader debates in anthropology, heritage studies, and 
cultural sustainability. It demonstrates that tribal festivals are not vanishing relics but vibrant 
cultural systems with continuing relevance. Future research should examine how digital media, 
migration, and state policies shape the transformation of these festivals in the 21st century. 
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Ultimately, the festivals of Gujarat’s tribal communities remind us that cultural diversity is 
central to human civilization. Protecting and valuing these traditions is not only a matter of 
preserving the past but also of sustaining plural futures, where indigenous knowledge and ritual 
creativity continue to inspire resilience, identity, and ecological harmony. 
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