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Abstract 
Traditional Indian socio-cultural frameworks embed environmental ethics within spiritual directives, 

fostering localized systems of long-term conservation. This empirical study examines the 

contemporary significance of the Bishnoi community's ecological practices in Khejarli village, 

Jodhpur, Rajasthan. Guided by 29 core principles laid down by Guru Jambheshwar (Jamboji) in 

1485, the Bishnoi lifestyle elevates biodiversity preservation into a religious mandate. Utilizing a 

systematic field survey of native multi-generational households, this paper evaluates resource 

management across agricultural practices, wildlife conservation, domestic fuel reliance, and the 

pressures of modern adaptation. The empirical data indicates that 87% of the community relies on 

seasonal agriculture for livelihoods and maintains strict adherence to the foundational 29-tenet 

system. Environmental management manifests via targeted agroforestry—specifically the deep 

preservation of the Prosopis cineraria (Khejri) tree—and an absolute multi-centennial ban on 

poaching and tree felling. Domestic energy transitions demonstrate a highly balanced equilibrium, 

combining modern Liquefied Petroleum Gas (LPG) with non-invasive biomass collection, such as 

agricultural residue and the invasive Vachellia nilotica (Babool). Although 100% of households 

utilize modern electrical appliances, 53% maintain cultural resilience, illustrating an adaptable socio-

ecological model capable of preserving arid-zone biodiversity a midst outside forces. 
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1. Introduction 
Indigenous and traditional communities have long maintained complex relationships with their local 

environments, cultivating socio-cultural mechanisms that protect ecosystems from unsustainable 

depletion. Across the Indian subcontinent, these ethics manifest through localized institutions such as 

sacred groves—protected zones where hunting, resource extraction, and tree felling are strictly 

forbidden by cultural consensus. One of the most historically significant examples of this ethos is the 

Bishnoi community, a unique sect residing predominantly in the hyper-arid landscape of western 

Rajasthan, with smaller populations expanding into Gujarat, Madhya Pradesh, Haryana, and Punjab. 

Comprising close to one million individuals across India, the Bishnois operate within the most 

densely populated desert landscape in the world—a region that preserves surprisingly high 

biodiversity due to community-enforced conservation boundaries. 

The community operates under a rigorous socio-religious doctrine established in 1485 AD by 

Guru Jambheshwar (Jamboji) following a period of devastating ecological drought. The name 

Bishnoi literally denotes this framework, translating to 29 (Bish = 20, Noi = 9) in the Rajasthani 

dialect of the Hindi language. Out of these twenty-nine core tenets, eight principles are dedicated 

directly to environmental protection, explicitly forbidding the felling of green vegetation, 

commanding compassion for all living beings (Jeev Daya Palani), and mandating the provision of 

shelters for abandoned wildlife. These principles are further augmented by 120 shabdas (divine 

statements), which provide the ethical foundation that effectively turns environmental conservation 

into an unyielding everyday religious duty. To evaluate how these traditional rules operate amidst 

modern socio-economic shifts, this research provides a localized evaluation within Khejarli village, 

Jodhpur, the definitive historical epicenter of the Bishnoi environmental movement. 

 

2. Methodology 
This paper evaluates empirical data gathered via field surveys within Khejarli village, Jodhpur, 

Rajasthan. The study utilized random and systematic sampling methodologies to select fifteen native 

respondents whose families have inhabited the region for multiple generations. Data collection 
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prioritized semi-structured interviews, direct community interactions, and focal observation of 

household resource management. The respondent pool was predominantly female, reflecting their 

central role in executing domestic environmental routines and fuel collection. The gathered metrics 

evaluate primary livelihood structures, targeted tree planting variations, adherence dynamics to the 

29-tenet framework, domestic cooking fuel preferences, and the creeping impact of external 

modernization. 

 

3. Results and Empirical Analysis 
The survey data collected from Khejarli village uncovers a distinct pattern of ecosystem reliance, 

intentional afforestation, and ongoing structural negotiation with outside cultural influences. The 

operational metrics are systematically organized in Table 1 below. 

Survey Domain Specific Metric Indicator Response 

Percentage 

(%) 

Means of Livelihood Agriculture & Associated Pastoralism 87% 

 Non-Agricultural Occupations (Small 

Businesses) 

13% 

Canopy Composition Monoculture Cultivation (Prosopis 

cineraria / Khejri) 

67% 

 Diversified Canopy (Khejri, Neem, and 

Peepal) 

33% 

Primary Environmental 

Practice 

Targeted Tree Plantation / Afforestation 53% 

 Active Wildlife Protection 27% 

 Traditional Rainwater Harvesting 13% 

 Integrated Practice (All of the above) 7% 

Anti-Poaching Commitment Affirmative Action for Wildlife Defense 100% 

Tenet Framework Alignment Strict, Religious Adherence to 29 

Principles 

87% 

 Ambiguous / Non-Certain Compliance 13% 

Domestic Cooking Fuel Profile* Forest & Fallow Land Waste Timber 

(e.g., Babool) 

53% 

 Processed Livestock Dung (Cow Dung 

Cakes) 

13% 

 Diversified Biomass Mixture 33% 
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Survey Domain Specific Metric Indicator Response 

Percentage 

(%) 

Domestic Appliance 

Penetration 

Basic Electricity & Modern Cooling 

Systems 

100% 

Modern Cultural Transitions Systemic Impact of Formal Higher 

Education 

7% 

 General Shift in Social & Dress Patterns 40% 

 Absolute Cultural & Ecological 

Resilience 

53% 

 

*Note: While modern Liquefied Petroleum Gas (LPG) stoves have been introduced to 100% of 

households via development programs, the percentages listed under the Cooking Fuel Profile 

reflect the primary traditional biomass mixtures used concurrently to offset energy costs without 

damaging live local flora. 

 

3.1 Means of Livelihood 
The economic baseline of the community remains anchored in primary production. Survey indicators 

establish that 87% of the respondents rely entirely on seasonal agriculture and associated pastoralism 

for sustenance, while a minority of 13% occupy non-agricultural roles, primarily small-scale self-

owned village businesses. This confirms that the community’s socio-ecological interactions are 

structurally linked to land availability, seasonal rainfall variations, and regional microclimates. 

 

3.2 Tree Planting and Environmental Protection Metrics 
Afforestation and vegetative management are rigorously pursued within the village boundaries. As 

shown in the field data, tree selection is highly intentional, focusing on drought-hardy native species: 

67% of respondents focus exclusively on the propagation and upkeep of the Khejri tree (Prosopis 

cineraria), whereas 33% of respondents plant a diversified canopy composed of Khejri alongside 

Neem (Azadirachta indica) and Peepal (Ficus religiosa) trees. Furthermore, the operational methods 

through which community members practice active environmentalism extend far beyond basic 

agriculture. Tree plantation forms the majority focus at 53%, followed closely by direct wildlife 

conservation guards at 27%, and localized rainwater harvesting frameworks at 13%. 

 

3.3 Adherence to the 29-Principle System 
Socio-cultural continuity varies when evaluated against modern economic influences. When asked 

about wildlife poaching, 100% of the respondents gave a strict, positive affirmation regarding their 

active defense of native species, reflecting their unyielding stance on animal life equality. However, 

overall long-term adherence to the entire 29-tenet rubric shows visible signs of societal transition: 

87% of the sampled population continues to practice the rules religiously, while 13% of respondents 

expressed ambiguity or a lack of certainty regarding systematic compliance. Those navigating this 

transition cite that the rigorous lifestyle adaptations demanded by these centuries-old instructions are 

increasingly complex to reconcile with expanding access to formal education, labor migrations, and 

rapidly changing rural economies. 
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3.4 Domestic Energy Profiles and Cooking Fuels 
The strict religious prohibition against cutting green wood has forced households to optimize their 

resource sourcing. When analyzing the primary cooking fuel mixtures used across local kitchens, 

distinct resource profiles emerge: 53% of households rely primarily on dry, dead-fall wood collected 

from forests and fallow farmlands; 13% utilize processed livestock dung, minimizing vegetative 

pressure altogether; and 33% leverage an integrated mix of agricultural residue, dry dung, and forest 

waste timber. Bishnoi women routinely walk long distances to collect dead branches, ensuring that 

living trees remain untouched. Field surveys highlight that Babool (Vachellia nilotica)—an 

aggressive, invasive species that routinely moves into agricultural zones and degraded 

environments—is purposefully targeted for fuelwood. Using dry Babool allows the community to 

clear invasive plants while safeguarding the sacred Khejri trees. With the integration of state rural 

development schemes, modern Liquefied Petroleum Gas (LPG) stoves are present across most 

households. However, families maintain a balanced equilibrium, using LPG alongside gathered wood 

biomass to optimize household operational costs without over-exploiting either energy source. 

 

3.5 Household Modernization and External Culture 
The community does not exist in an isolated vacuum; it is constantly exposed to outside economic 

forces. The survey noted a 100% penetration rate for domestic electricity, with ceiling fans, tube 

lights, refrigerators, and air coolers common across the village. When evaluating the long-term 

impact of outside culture, the community identifies several distinct areas of systemic shift: a growing 

demographic (7%) recognizes that access to the formal education system, particularly higher 

education for women, is the primary driver of regional modernization. Meanwhile, 40% point to 

visible changes in traditional clothing patterns, social habits, and shifting ideological beliefs. 

Crucially, the absolute majority of respondents (53%) assert that despite extensive contact with the 

outside world, their core identity remains unchanged, allowing them to preserve their deep ecological 

heritage. 

 

4. Discussion and Historical Context 
The ecological practices observed in modern Khejarli village are directly tied to a famous legacy of 

environmental sacrifice. In September 1730, the region became the birthplace of the world's first 

major grassroots eco-movement: the Khejarli Massacre. When the ruler of Marwar (Jodhpur), 

Maharaja Abhay Singh, dispatched soldiers to fell the village's Khejri grove to fuel royal lime kilns, 

a local Bishnoi woman named Amrita Devi famously protested, declaring 'A chopped head is 

cheaper than a felled tree'. She and her three daughters hugged the sacred trees to shield them from 

the axes, sacrificing their lives. This act triggered a wave of community defiance, resulting in the 

massacre of 363 Bishnoi individuals before the royal court relented, issued an apology, and enacted 

permanent statutory decrees banning hunting and logging within Bishnoi lands. 

This historical milestone directly inspired modern Indian environmental movements, most notably 

the Chipko Movement in the Himalayas during the 1970s. The contemporary survey data 

demonstrates that this protective mindset remains highly active. The focused cultivation of the Khejri 

tree is deeply pragmatic; its extensive root systems stabilize shifting desert soils, fix vital nitrogen, 

and maintain high moisture retention, allowing crop cultivation to succeed underneath its canopy 

despite the harsh conditions of the Thar desert. By utilizing invasive species like Babool for fuel and 

strictly protecting indigenous flora, the Bishnoi community provides a model for how religious ethics 

can successfully drive modern ecosystem conservation. 
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